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Chapter 1: 

Billy 


Dondi Gallagher…yeah, he took my last name…I forgot to mention that, graduated from Montverde College in May, 2011. Graduating from that school is generally not a big deal as so little is required of students. Indeed, most of those receiving diplomas don’t even show up for the ceremony. Each class has roughly one hundred students, ninety percent male, a greater percent rich and an even greater percent unworthy of a bachelor of arts degree from anywhere. Hence the average graduation ceremony turnout of between thirty-five and forty percent. 

Jacob and Joshua Kelly were also graduating in spite of their being short tons of credits as they took fewer and fewer classes, devoting a greater and greater amount of their time to local charities and causes: reading to kids and adults at a homeless shelter in Orlando, taking cleanup and dog walking shifts at Lady Lake and rocking babies at the crisis nursery of a Leesburg hospital. I think by the first semester of their senior year they were down to one literature and one social studies class, and they rarely showed up for the latter. Still, it was Montverde, where degrees were paid for, not earned, and Mr. and Mrs. Kelly paid for their sons to receive degrees in liberal arts as part of the class of ’11. 

The twins had planned to be among those students who didn’t attend graduation, something that didn’t surprise me at all. I remember one of them saying something about their spending that week visiting with family friends at the largest and most opulent of the Newport, Rhode Island, mansions. “Hopefully it’ll be haunted, like Honey Bunches of Oats,” I said to, I think, Jacob, referring to what the LeMieux mansion in Kingdom Come, Maine, had been renamed. 

“If not, we’ll call your sister and see if maybe she can summon a ghost to move in and laugh at everyone.” I thought it was a great idea. It never happened, though, because upon hearing how excited Dondi was to graduate, and he truly had studied hard and earned good grades, they canceled their visit to attend the graduation ceremony with their Coven buddy, through whose eyes they would enjoy and appreciate the event. 

Dondi, and the Kellys, were the first of the Coven to graduate and, in spite of my awareness of the uselessness of Montverde and its degrees, I was excited for him. He went to school for nothing because I taught there. I believe he felt he owed me in some way for arranging this free education, but I think he would have studied hard anyway. He had a rotten childhood and was a throwaway kid, but when I met him in Atlanta he had a good job at the nursery and, and I feel weird saying this, he was a good hustler who saved all of the additional monies he made selling himself. Additionally, he worked hard at Superior Bodies and hard at the Orlando nursery. Dondi was responsible, smart and ambitious. He was going to learn as much as any student could at Montverde, and he did. 
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Linden and I arranged to have a graduation party at a restaurant in Montverde after the ceremony. We invited my nephew Terrence, Jesusa and her husband, Officer Carter, whose first name I deliberately forgot because I like calling him Officer Carter. They were thrilled and drove from Atlanta together. Samia Siva also came, but not because I sent her an invite or even called her about it. I never knew how to reach her. Forever globetrotting, and still the target of Indian gangsters, she was on the constant move, changing cell phones as frequently as the rest of the planet changes clothes. She kept an eye on me, my family and her Orlando friends, though. I don’t know how and never asked. I knew if she wasn’t busy pacing the length of a third world prison or teaching oppressed women a trade she would be there. She loved Dondi, and Jacob and Joshua, as much as I did, and she was always anxious to visit her namesake, Samia Joshua Gallagher, and her brother Jacob Jacob Midwinter. 

Yeah, Samia came, too. Ditto Mr. and Mrs. Kelly and the family friends who owned the Newport mansion. 

Original Coven members Bentley Howard and Kevin Gillam were also there. Bentley had withdrawn from school entirely after his third semester. The Howards were loaded and he was a successful television producer. Kevin continued to take one or two classes a semester, and would until he, too, earned, and I mean earned, his diploma. 

Like Bentley, Freebird and Sylvia St. Germaine stopped attending Montverde College. They moved in with his father in Miami, with whom they had both become close. Neither work but, like the Kellys, they volunteer and fundraise for charities throughout South Florida. Sylvia formed a theater company and Freebird counsels drug addicts, in spite of his still being a gigantic stoner. 

J.J. was still in Africa working for his father’s foundation. Anil went to school in Lebanon and earned a law degree which he used to defend human rights advocates in his country. He wrote me an e-mail that said, “I’m going to get murdered one of these days, Christian,” to which I replied, “I can think of no more noble reason to do so,” and he agreed. 

Peter Polaski married Jessica, Abigail Adams’ friend. His brother Richard was his best man. His sister Kendall was among her bridesmaids. Greg and Lynn Adams were invited and went. Linden and I were invited and canceled at the last minute because Dahlia, whom Freebird, Sylvia and I brought on my second summer tour of Superior Bodies clubs, died of a seizure. Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia were devastated as she was the first dog they had lost and, of all of ours, they had loved her the best. Tickling her “woo-woo” to make her urinate outside gave them great joy, and Dahlia loved the hugs of praise and love they gave her when she successfully urinated. Neither Linden nor I could leave them they were grieving so hard. We were, too. Only eight or nine years-old, the long term effects of the distemper she survived caused her to die sooner they she would have. I always knew it would happen soon and unexpectedly. She had good life, though 3	
  

and the babies, Linden, Freebird and Sylvia spent the weekend Peter got married mourning our darling Dahlia. 

Though they were always poorly attended, graduations at Montverde were sill grand affairs. This was because they could afford to be and because some students and their families really thought obtaining a diploma from the ridiculous school was significant. It was too hilarious watching a handful of mothers in their corsages weeping with pride as their sons and daughters, most of whom could barely read and were too rich to care, ascended the Abigail and Bosco amphitheater stage, received their diplomas and threw their arms up in triumph as if they had done something notable. 

The Kellys, who had done nothing notable but save dogs, help the homeless and rock sick babies, carried on in no such way. Their parents clapped for them and congratulated them and that was it, for them. They joined their sons and the rest of us in clapping wildly for Dondi, however, and not just because he had actually learned. We all went nuts over our friend because he spoke at the ceremony, something no student had done in decades. He asked Dean Simon if he could and Dean agreed immediately, not the least because it would spare him the hassle of repeating the same trite graduation nonsense he did every year. 

The ceremony began with the Orlando Symphony Orchestra, the number of whose musicians was always greater than the number of participating graduates, played “Pomp and Circumstance” 

as the thirty or forty seniors crossed the lawn and took seats in the first two rows of the amphitheater. Dean Simon greeted everyone and introduced celebrities, men and women of industry and other rich and powerful school supporters who were being given honorary degrees. 

I’m serious. That May of 2011 some plastics manufacturer, a middle-aged Montverde dropout who had inherited zillions from his parents, and a producer of soft core pornography who fancied himself a film genius, all earned degrees. It was silly and hilarious and I was only just able to control my laughter as they thanked Dean Simon and each made stupid remarks that don’t bear repeating. 

Then Dondi stood up and ascended the stage. He didn’t tell me he arranged to speak. He didn’t tell anyone. We all looked at each other: Mr. and Mrs. Kelly, Terrence, Jesusa and her husband, Kevin, Siobhan and Bentley, Linden holding Lil’ Samia on my left and Samia holding Lil’ Jacob on my right. “Deep breaths everyone,” Samia said. “This is going to be good.” And it was. Dondi said: 

“Seven years ago I was thrown out of my lower-class suburban Atlanta home for being gay. I lived on the street and turned tricks to survive. I got raped by a john and contracted HIV. I would have died, either from illness or suicide if I hadn’t found Haven House, a shelter for homeless youth. Its staff, including and especially Terrence Nguyen, who is here today, and the friends I made, like Jesusa and her husband, Officer Carter, who are also here, saved my life.” Dondi didn’t pause for applause and Terrence, Jesusa and Officer Carter certainly weren’t getting up, 4	
  

but I felt they all deserved applause and they were fucking going to get it if I had to grab the hands of everyone in the amphitheater, one by one, and slap them together. Curiously, before I could start it, the thirty-to-forty students who were graduating with Dondi began clapping for Dondi and his friends, heartily. I figured Jacob and Joshua started it, but quick looks from them to me indicated they had not. 

“How ‘bout that?” I said to Samia. She smiled and we clapped, and then the class of 2011 got to their feet and everyone else did, too. Without coordinating it, Samia and I flanked Terrence and lifted him onto our shoulders. Officer Carter did the same with his wife. It was lovely and magnificent. Terrence went red and smiled awkwardly. Jesusa blew a kiss at Dondi, mussed her husband’s short afro and fought tears as she mouthed thank yous to the crowd. This so clearly was and would be the best moment of the ceremony I considered going home after letting my nephew down. Dondi blew kisses to both of them and continued: 

“Five years ago my friends Christian Gallagher and Samia Siva walked into Haven House on a hot August morning. I knew the moment I saw them, all wacky and giving Daisy, one of the staff, a hard time, my life would continue to change for the better. I just didn’t know by how much.” Dondi continued by praising the school, its faculty and staff and his fellow students. He used terms so complimentary and so sincerely, you would have thought Montverde was ivy rather than badminton league. He spoke of how welcome he felt at the school, how kind everyone was to him and how grateful he was to have had the opportunity to be so well educated. 

This last remark caused many of the students to look at each other and ask, with their eyes, if that really had been an option. I could read their faces and their minds from where I sat and I smiled hard. 

Everything Dondi had said so far was rich, gracious and moving. And then it got really good, because he removed his cap and gown and revealed the Sari Abigail and her friend had made for him his freshman year and people began applauding. Over it, Dondi said, “As happy and proud as I am to be here, this day isn’t without sadness for me and many others. You see, there’s someone missing, and I just don’t mean the graduates who made other plans.” It was a good line, but no one reacted because we were all preparing ourselves. “Four years ago I entered the freshman class with Abigail Adams. She was a kind, lovely, spirited and generous girl who led the rescue of the fighting pitbulls in Lady Lake, produced a yuletide reading of “A Christmas Carol,” and arranged for our English class to have these wonderful costumes for that event. In just a few months she transformed a group of ten students into not a coven, but a family. Though I knew Abigail only briefly, I will always regard her as a sister and Bosco as our family dog. I wish you were both here, Abigail and Bosco. You are always in my heart.” 

Everyone stood and clapped wildly, including Jacob and Joshua, who removed their caps and gowns to reveal the pilgrim and 70s outfits Abigail had made for them. So curious and wonderful was that the twins didn’t know Dondi was going to wear his outfit and he didn’t know they were going to wear theirs. The twins then began chanting “Abigail and Bosco, Abigail and Bosco,” 
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and we all joined them for a full minute: chanting, shouting, clapping and hugging. Dondi left the stage and embraced his Jacob and Joshua, and then they returned to their seats. 

Dean Simon distributed diplomas, the orchestra played a recessional and everyone left. While there was a reception in the library of the administration building, my friends and I went instead to a restaurant in the small historic area of Montverde. It was a trendy few blocks which contained antique and curiosity shops, a couple of cafes, a health food store, a day spa, and an organic restaurant half of whose dining room we secured for a reception. 

My friends and I could have joined the other Montverde students and their families at the official party, and we would have had a good time. We would have had to be “on,” though. I wasn’t always in the mood to be “on:” meet new people, express gratitude for their complimenting my students, explain how Linden and I obtained Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. I wanted to relax among people I knew and loved and so I did. 

Linden and I found a space a block away from the restaurant and parked. We pulled the kids out of their car seats and walked them slowly down the sidewalk, me holding Lil’ Jacob’s hand, Linden holding Lil’ Samia’s hand and Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia holding each other’s hands. I imagined what we looked like to passersby, who smiled at and made way for us, and I smiled, too. 

We passed a vintage knickknack shop with mid to late 20th century memorabilia. I peeked quickly inside its window and noticed something I had to have right then and right there. 

“Daddy,” I said to my husband, “would you mind if I went inside and got a poster?” 

“Not at all,” he said. “Do you want us to come with you or wait out here? “ The babies wanted to come inside the store and see what I was getting. As I didn’t want to explain the poster to them I insisted they go on ahead to the restaurant and I would catch up. Linden gave me his keys so I could put my purchase in the car before joining them. He then took our son’s right hand and daughter’s left and continued to the party. 

I went inside the shop, the name of which is irrelevant, and bought an original poster of one of my top ten favorite films: 1973’s “Murder on the Orient Express.” I bought it, put it in the car, walked toward the restaurant and, steps before opening its front door got a call, from Colin. I had a flashback to that day in 2005 when he called to tell me Deirdre was dead and said, out loud, 

“Oh, no.” 

“Christian,” Colin said. 

“What happened?” I asked. My brother took two breaths during which my heart beat hard and then he said: 

“Billy,” Matthew’s oldest son, “died.” A pause during which I was dumbstruck. “He cut his wrists in the bathtub yesterday afternoon and bled out.” 
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“Who found him?” I asked, hoping it wasn’t either of his younger brothers. 

“Chris and John saw an envelope taped to the bathroom door. It said ‘To Matthew and Rosalie.’ 

They knew Billy was killing himself and busted the lock to get in. They were too late. They didn’t touch him beyond verifying he was dead. Then they closed the door and called Rosalie,” 

who volunteered at a local food bank, doing their books and assisting with distribution, three days a week. 

“Did they tell her he was dead?” I asked. 

“No, just that she needed to come home right away.” Smart kids. “She knew, though. He had tried before.” I remember Matthew telling me Billy, his seventeen year-old adopted son, had taken a bottle of pills one other time. I didn’t know what to say or ask. Colin continued, “You should call Matthew.” Bless his heart he knew my little brother and I were best friends. “They’re all home. Deborah’s over there, too. And Sam. William Jr. and Susan, too, with Lauren.” My brothers and their families lived close to each other in suburban New Jersey. 

“I’m about to step into a graduation party for Dondi and the Kelly twins. I’ve got to be ‘on,’” I explained. I could see my brother nod. “It’s too important to them. I’ll call Matthew in an hour.” 

I hung up the phone, steeled myself, and went inside. 

Samia got to me first and asked, “What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing,” I said, which made her angry. Then I told her and she said, “Darling I’m so, so sorry.” I put back on my happy face and Joshua said: 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Can everybody read me?” I asked. 

“Yes,” he said. Linden approached and took me aside while Samia entertained our kids. 

“What?” he asked. 

“Matthew’s son Billy died..” He sighed, sadly. 

“How did he do it?” My husband knew about our nephew’s prior suicide attempt. 

“He cut his wrists in the bathtub. His brothers found him and then called Rosalie.” Linden sighed and shook his head as we both imagined our sister-in-law bursting into the bathroom to find her son’s naked white corpse lying in a tub of bloody water. 

“We should go,” he said. 

“No, we should stay,” I insisted without energy. “For Dondi.” I sounded silly to myself. Linden said: 
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“He’s got plenty of loved ones here. They’ll come back to the house later, and then to their hotel.” Terrence, Jesusa and Officer Carter were staying in downtown Orlando not far from our house. Samia was staying with us. Dondi had gotten his own place near the nursery where he would work full time as a manager and buyer. 

“OK, let’s get the babies and go. Samia can make our excuses.” We found Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ 

Samia and hit the road without a goodbye to anyone. Behind us, Samia explained why. 



Billy Hollander was born in Newark, New Jersey, in 1995 to Ray Hollander and his live-in girlfriend Caitlin Mercer. Ray managed a bar and grille in the city that was owned by some relative. He did a good job and the place made money. This was in spite of his spending every night getting hammered there. Roy drank, harassed and often banged waitresses, stole money, food and supplies, yet kept his job because the place still made money. Every night, and that was seven nights a week, he drove drunk back to the house he shared with Caitlin, woke her up, and beat the shit out of her. Caitlin thought after she had his baby the beatings would stop. She was wrong. When she had enough and took off with an old boyfriend who drove a truck cross-country, she left eighteen-month old Billy behind. 

Roy thought of giving Billy up, and maybe even selling him, because he couldn’t take care of him and didn’t want to. Then one of the waitresses, a butt ugly slut named Desiree whom Roy made feel attractive by throwing her a drunken fuck five nights a week, offered to move in and raise his son and keep his house. He told her no way and would have dropped his son off at a fire station had the relative who owned the bar not carried on about family and loyalty and what a cunt Caitlin was to abandon her child. Roy figured if he gave up the boy he’d lose his job and then have no waitresses to fuck or alcohol, food and money to steal. “Yeah. OK. You can move in, but we’re not getting married,” he told Desiree. She was all happy and thought in time Roy would propose and then she’d have a husband and child and be happy ever after. Instead she got woken up and beaten up every day. She didn’t leave, though. She thought he would stop eventually and then she’d be happy forever, in spite of her unfortunate face. 

Three years after his first son was born, Roy knocked Desiree up, and his housekeeper and steady fuck gave birth to a second, whom she named Chris. A few months later a waitress at the restaurant gave birth to Roy’s third son, John. The waitress, whose name no one Matthew asked knew, dropped the baby off at Roy’s house, went to the restaurant and said “Fuck you” to Roy and took off, never to be seen or heard from again. 

Desiree had three young boys, and missing teeth and significant hearing loss from Roy’s nightly beatings. She didn’t mind, though, and told her piece of welfare trash mother she was never happier. Then, in  the summer of 2004, she went missing. Billy told my brother one day he woke up to find her not sitting in the kitchen holding an ice pack to her face. He never asked his father 8	
  

where she was and his father never offered an explanation. Chris and John asked their brother what happened to Desiree and he said he didn’t know and not to ask Roy. 

Roy brought no other waitress home to watch his sons. He never told Billy he was in charge of the house and minding Chris and John. It was understood. Desiree’s mother once called the house and Billy told her he didn’t know where she was. The woman said, “I bet your father killed her is what he did. That fuckin’ asshole.” Then she hung up. She didn’t report her daughter missing with the police or anything or ever come by and see her grandson. She just didn’t really care. 

Billy Hollander was an average looking boy, slight and effeminate and as gay as a goose. It was clear to Desiree and, later, teachers at the piece-of-shit public school he went to in Newark. No one hassled him, though, because they all knew Roy was a drunken, violent asshole and kids, parents and faculty were afraid he’d break their jaws if they told Billy young boys don’t wear barrettes in their hair or carry purses. The thing was, Roy paid so little attention to his sons they could have stained their faces green and he wouldn’t have noticed. 

That changed, at least for Billy, one dark December night in 2004 when Roy came home especially drunk and extremely horny. Briefly, he woke Billy up, forced him to perform oral sex on him, and then threw him around the room after he climaxed shouting, “You little faggot. Look what you made me do.” It was something Billy heard nearly every night thereafter, after his father raped him orally and, beginning the following week, anally. Roy came home from the bar drunk, woke up his oldest son, raped him, blamed him for it, and smacked him around as punishment. 

The kind of nightly abuse would have driven Billy insane but he was able to cope, he told Matthew and Rosalie, thanks to movie actress Cate Blanchett. Yeah, I’m serious. She played Queen Elizabeth a couple of times and a psychic once and a heroic journalist another time and Catherine Grey, a British World War II spy in another film. The short of it is, Billy really liked Cate Blanchett, who was also in the “Lord of the Rings” movies, too, I think. He really liked her and saw every movie of hers he could rent at the Blockbuster in his grubby neighborhood. He identified with her because she was plain looking, like him, but could be attractive if done up properly, like he often did. She played strong women who overcame enormous adversity, and my nephew drew strength from these characters. 

Billy took care of Chris and John as would a mother. He woke them up, made sure they had breakfast and clean clothes. He got them to school and monitored their homework and grades. 

He made sure they ate well and got plenty of sleep and didn’t watch any R-rated movies or any of the porn Roy left around the house. And Billy made sure his brothers didn’t know their father fucked him six nights out of seven. More than that, he found the Cate Blanchett-inspired courage to tell his father that he wouldn’t turn him in, thereby risking a foster care situation that might 9	
  

split up the three boys, provided he not touch Chris or John at all. Ever. Even once. Roy laughed as his girly son’s audacity and said, “OK, now drop your pants and bend over.” 

Chris and John later told Matthew they knew what was going on in their house, but in ignorance of normal familial behavior, they didn’t think it was bad. I know…nuts! Billy didn’t seem to mind as he greeted them every morning with a happy face and attitude. No one at Billy’s school knew anything was going on because he didn’t exhibit any of the signs of sexual abuse. I don’t know what behaviors would lead a teacher or counselor to suspect incest and rape. I just knew Billy was spirited and funny. A loud and often whacky ten year-old queen. Happy, always. To let on what was going on at home meant risking foster care. Billy was smart enough to know that while his classmates and teachers tolerated his flamboyance, initially because of his father and later, because they grew to like and then love him, no foster family in the greater Newark area would welcome a screaming queen. His brothers would be placed, perhaps together, but he’d wind up sleeping in a social services office somewhere or maybe wind up in juvenile detention if that was the only bed available to him. My nephew was a ten year-old drag queen during the day, and a victim of violence and regular sexual abuse at night. He was always Cate Blanchett, though, meaning some woman she played. Someone bright, funny and happy during the day and silently courageous at night. 

Billy lived like this for four years. All the abuse got discovered one day when, during gym, the school nurse examined all the boys for signs of scoliosis. Billy had taken gym with the other boys in his class without their discovering the ever-present bruises on his arms, chest and back. 

This was because they encouraged him to change in an isolated area of the locker room, due to his being totally gay and a big girl and everything. He got away with sporting bruises, welts, cuts and the occasional cigar burn for years because he never fully undressed in front of anyone. Then the nurse came in and all the boys, including him, had to strip to the waist. Billy considered what marks were on his body at the time and determined there was nothing obvious. Of course this was coming from a boy used to beatings so bad that a few bruises weren’t a big deal. The nurse thought otherwise. Ditto his classmates, all of whom gasped and some of whom cried. 

The nurse took Billy to a hospital where he was examined and determined to have had bruised and broken ribs not all of which had healed properly. He told the doctor and a social worker he had fallen down a flight of stairs once but that he was fine and his father had never hurt him. 

Then the doctor examined him for evidence of rape. Billy was certain he would find nothing as he had learned how to prepare for his father’s near daily penetration. He was wrong. The doctor determined Billy had been sexually abused over a long period of time and his denials were ignored. 

Billy excused himself from the doctor and social worker, indicating that he had to use the bathroom. Then he booked out of the hospital and to his house, where he advised his brothers that the cops were coming to take them all into foster care unless they ran away, right away. 

They did. In Roy’s Oldsmobile. Billy had never driven a car before, but had watched others 10	
  

carefully, in case he one day had to. The boys were gone when the social worker arrived with police. The same Newark cops picked Roy up at his cousin or uncle or someone’s bar and grille and took him to jail. He would have stayed there, and perhaps been murdered there, but his sons were gone and so was the evidence and testimony. 

The Hollander boys spent seven months on the run, which is a lot considering there were three of them and their faces were all over the local news. They got away because Billy switched license plates with another car and drove south on I-95 to Virginia, shoplifting and turning tricks in rest areas for food and gas money. The boys spent their days driving or hanging out in public parks and their nights sleeping in the car in wooded and other deserted areas. After three weeks Billy drove them back to New Jersey, the shore, where they broke into vacation homes and lived for weeks at a time. 

Chris and John enjoyed the adventure at first. Then they got tired and said they wanted to go home. Billy explained that their father had been caught embezzling from the restaurant and was going to jail and they would have to go into foster care. That meant getting split up and being abused and living with trash and troubled foster children who would rob them. Billy’s brothers took his word for it at first and then got tired of living in this strange home and sleeping in the car in that empty car lot. In spite of the inconvenience and discomfort the three boys endured, Billy kept them fed and occupied, mostly by reading from books he shoplifted from grocery stores and the mall. He read to his brothers by flashlight until they went to sleep. He also made them read, and do math, and read newspapers to keep up on current events. They went to movies, too, but never when school would be in session. Billy washed the few clothes they packed before hitting the road in the occasional laundromat, but more often in rest stop sinks, later spreading shirts, pants and underwear out to dry on the roof of the car in some sunny parking lot in a piece-of-shit neighborhood. 

Yeah, the boys got along for more than half a year, and then a state social worker recognized them in a grocery store and called police. They were caught buying a candy bar each, though all three of their pockets were stuffed with additional food items. 

As he had imagined, Billy spent that night on the couch of a social services break room while his brothers went, together, to some old couple’s house where there were three other boys their age. 

Fourteen year-old gay-as-a-goose Billy slept on that break room couch for a month while the state tried to find someone to take him. The old couple refused since he was so nelly. They didn’t like gays and didn’t think Chris and John should be around their brother, that he would be a bad influence on them as he already demonstrated himself to be. Finally, he went to juvie where three boys raped him before he was there an hour. Billy spent the next week getting each of the boys by himself and beating him over the head with a purse he stole and stuffed with rocks he dug up on the grounds. That just made his being incarcerated justifiable and the state left him there. 
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Billy busted out three weeks later, stole a car and found his brothers, whom he had visited a few times while he was living in the break room. Chris and John didn’t care for the old couple in whose house they lived, but the other boys were OK and they were comfortable. When Billy showed up in a stolen car and told them to go with him they refused at first. They changed their minds, however, when the other boys asked to go with Billy in their places. Said one, “These old fucks suck ass. If I had the chance to bust out of here I’d take it.” 

The boys spent the next three months on the run, living as they had before they were busted in the grocery store. Billy again kept them fed and moving by hustling. He told Matthew and Rosalie that after years of being ass raped by Roy Hollander, turning the occasional trick was like getting a manicure. This made my sister-in-law cry. 

The state found them again, squatting in a Jersey Shore vacation home whose owners made an unexpected visit in the off-season. Billy went back to juvie and his brothers went to some piece-of-shit couple’s house where they had to sleep on cots in a cold garage. 



The boys escaped and got caught two more times before Matthew and Rosalie heard about them. 

My brother had more money than God, though he and his wife lived modestly. She had always wanted to foster or adopt, having had no father and losing her mother to mental illness and later being endured by the aunt and uncle who threw her out on her eighteenth birthday. 

My brother and his wife were approved to be foster parents quickly, and no sooner had they received their training than they were approached about the Hollander boys. Upon learning about them Rosalie asked where their father was. She and Matthew found out Roy Hollander had denied harming his sons and gave them up to the state. “That’ll teach them to tell lies about me. I never laid a hand on any of them, especially that sissy Billy.” 

“He has to die one of these days, Christian,” Matthew said to me once. 

“Just say when,” I replied. 

New Jersey Department of Children or whatever were thrilled to have Matthew and Rosalie Gallagher as foster parents because they knew I was his brother and I ran gay gyms. Next to me, Billy should be easy, someone told someone who told Rosalie who told me. And he was, at first. 

They all were. The boys came to live with them in the spring of 2009, I think. 

Matthew bonded with the younger boys right away in part because they shared an interest in sports. The Mets and Jets and that sort of thing. My brother reached out to Billy, too, asking him about his interests in order to find some they shared. Ditto Rosalie. Billy was extremely polite and grateful to his new foster parents, but wary, too. He once told a psychologist who told my brother who told me, a year or so after his death, that he spent the first six months at Matthew’s house waiting for something to go wrong. In spite of all the attention from my brother and his 12	
  

wife and our extended family he was totally waiting for it all to fall apart and be back on the run and, worse, that Chris and John would refuse to go with him. 

This fear led Billy to butch it up, which was totally not what his foster parents wanted him to do. 

At first they didn’t say anything but after a while Matthew and Rosalie sat him down and gave him a makeover. I mean it. My sister-in-law and my brother went shopping and got him embroidered, flared jeans, a poofy sweater, jewelry, a purse, hair accessories, earrings and make up. They presented him with these gifts and he got all excited. He put everything on but wouldn’t look at himself until his foster mother applied his makeup. When she was done he stood in front of a full length mirror and shouted, “Someone’s FABULOUS!” Chris and John agreed their brother was and the family went out to dinner someplace to celebrate Billy’s being fabulous. 

Matthew thought this would be a turning point and Billy would be OK. He wasn’t, though. I mean, he reverted back to his feminine self, and every Saturday night for several months introduced his brothers and parents to a new Cate Blanchett movie. Everything was OK and Matthew was thrilled and asked me to ask Bentley to contact the actress his son so admired and have her autograph something to him. Bentley was happy to do this and he and his mother arranged for Ms. Blanchett to sign her five favorite DVDs for him. Her agent overnighted them to Billy. Matthew and Rosalie made sure they were around when the DVDs arrived. At first Billy was thrilled and touched. He thanked them and giggled and jumped for joy and everything. The family watched one of the movies that night, the one they hadn’t yet seen. It was all grand and then a week later Billy swallowed a bottle of sleeping pills. 

Matthew was at his Manhattan office and Rosalie had gone shopping in the morning and then returned to the house and did laundry and made a cake for dinner or something. She thought her three sons were at school. Billy hadn’t gone that day. Instead, after waking up, having breakfast with his brothers and then leaving the house, he returned and found something in Rosalie’s medicine cabinet. He swallowed it, wrote no note, and went to his bedroom and lay down. Chris found him when he came home for lunch, having forgotten some bit of homework. He called 911 

and then shouted for his mother. Rosalie checked for a pulse and found one. He was breathing, too, so she climbed onto the bed and held his head in her lap and stroked his face and hair until paramedics arrived. 

Billy regained consciousness at the hospital that night. He apologized to Matthew and Rosalie in a formal way that hurt and alarmed them. They told him they loved him and they just wanted him to be happy. He said he was and he didn’t know what he was thinking. He said he was sorry again. My nephew went from the emergency room of the hospital to the psych ward, for three days. He told a shrink what he wanted to hear, agreed to take anti-depressants, and set up a schedule of follow-up appointments with a family counselor. 

It was all good for another year during which my brother and his wife formally adopted the boys, who changed their last names from Hollander to Gallagher. Chris and John were best friends and 13	
  

made others. They played soccer and little league. They did OK in school and didn’t give their parents any trouble. Billy grew his hair long and experimented with different colors. He wore mascara and eyeliner to school and carried a purse everywhere. He made friends and did makeup for his high school play and had a sweet sixteen party in March of 2011. He continued to take his meds and see a therapist. Everything was going good until the day Dondi, Jacob and Joshua graduated from Montverde College. 

Billy left his parents a note, which Matthew showed me when Linden and I arrived at his home the following day. It said: 

Dear Matthew and Rosalie, 

I’m sorry for this. I’m sorry for making you discover my body and bury me. You don’t deserve it. You’re the nicest people I’ve ever met. I wish you didn’t have to go through this. You were nice to try and make me happy, especially after I took those pills. No gay boy was every luckier, ever. I wish I could relax and just enjoy being your son. I can’t. All that rape from Ray and living in a car and stealing. And tricking. It did something to me and I can’t get over it. It was all right when I pretended I was in a movie, but Cate Blanchett’s an actress and a normal real person, isn’t she. I can’t handle it now no matter how hard I try. I just want to go. You’re so great and I’m grateful Chris and John have you. I just don’t want to live in a world where fathers fuck their nine year-old sons and then beat them up and tell them it’s their fault. It happens all the time. 

Every day to hundreds and even thousands of kids. I think of them every night when I go to bed. 

I can’t bear it anymore. Thanks for saying you love me. I believed you and I love you, too. I wish things were different. 

Your son, Billy. 

Linden and Rosalie left me in the living room of their house with Matthew, my darling little brother who tried so hard to save this good, sweet boy. I held him and we just sobbed and sobbed and sobbed. 



Several of my parents’ friends arranged for a memorial mass to be said for Billy at St. 

Sebastian’s Church in Rowaneck, and I’m not kidding. Eleven years after my father’s death, eleven years during which no Gallagher had lived in that town and we were still such a presence. 

Deirdre’s mass and, later, Cory’s I could understand, but Billy had never set foot in Rowaneck. 

Basically a gaggle of old St. Sebastian’s parishioners saw an opportunity to put on a memorial and did. It was their recreation and their entertainment. It was kind of sickening. 

My old friend and first partner, Rowaneck police chief Victor van den Bosch, expected such a service, confirmed it was being arranged and called me right away. “No fuckin’ way,” I said. 

“Christian,” said Victor, “they’re going to have it whether you’re here or not.” 
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“Good,” I said. “Tell ‘em hi.” 

“Christian,” he continued, “there are a lot of people in this town who love you and your family and would like to pay their respects.” 

“Fine,” I nearly snapped. “Let me give you an address you can e-mail to all of them and they can send cards.” Victor paused and I realized I was being belligerent to my friend. 

“I’m sorry, Victor.” 

“It’s OK, Christian.” We said nothing for a few moments and then he said, “I have an idea.” I liked his tone and waited for more information. “I’ll call you back in a few minutes.” A few minutes later Victor said, “Bobby O’Day and his daughter are hosting a memorial at their house. 

They’ll run an announcement in the paper and on the Rowaneck website.” 

“Oooo,” I said. “That’ll take the wind out of those old biddies’ sails.” I was never more proud of my friend who, by the way, contacted his father after dropping me off at the airport the year before and went to visit him and his stepmother the following week. 

I told Matthew about the service at the house Bobby O’Day shared with his daughter Claire, who changed her last name from Fleming to O’Day. I didn’t tell him it was arranged so as to thwart of bunch of bored old hags who wanted to revel in his family’s grief, but I think he assumed it. 

“That will be nice,” he said. “Billy never went to Rowaneck. We’ll spread some of his ashes in the sound, and a few next to Mom and Dad at 12 Cherrywood.” I burst back into tears and Matthew held and comforted me as if I had lost a son and not he. 

Linden and I had left our children with Olivier and Kristen Korstanje, who were and remain their legal parents. I called them to say I was flying back to Orlando to get them and bring them back to Rowaneck for the memorial. “I want them to see where I grew up,” I said. They thought it was a fantastic idea and brought Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia to the airport midday the following day. 

Linden and I took a flight home from Newark, met them, and the three of us flew back to Westchester County Airport where Jonathan Tanner met us and drove us to Rowaneck. We stayed at Bobby and Claire’s house. Matthew and his family came the next day. They stayed at the Bevan with Joan, Winston, Marcus, George Mayne, Tim Flynn, his new wife and family, William Jr. and his, Colin and his, Sean and his, Thomas, Malachi, Samia, Dondi, Jacob, Joshua, Freebird, Sylvia and William Bishop. Kevin and Siobhan, and Grayson and Garrett expressed an interest in coming, too, but ultimately stayed in Florida to look after the Lady Lake and Superior Mutts dogs. 

Terrence Nguyen didn’t come, though he sent Matthew and Rosalie a kind note. I understood. 

Our nephew had recently taken time off to attend Dondi’s graduation. That he couldn’t get away again so soon was understandable. OK, I hesitate to mention this because Billy’s death is already so sad, but after Dondi’s graduation my family and I heard less and less from Terrence and no 15	
  

one ever saw him again. This probably warrants further comment, but I’ll say only that, like the rest of us, Rose’s son did what he wanted, and didn’t do what he didn’t want. Ultimately he didn’t need us, and ultimately he didn’t want us. That’s just the way it turned out. 

Bobby O’Day, Claire and Aunt Francy were as kind and generous to our family as could be. 

They rented chairs and arranged catering. They even rented a sound system so that those of us who wanted to say something could. A few of us spoke. None said anything brilliant. I was sort of hoping Chris and John would tell us how much they loved their brother and missed him but they didn’t. They were OK kids but generally dull and forgettable. Matthew and Rosalie loved them and I think they loved my brother and his wife. I think they were happy to be secure and comfortable. I heard, later, from Matthew, that they felt safe and comfortable with the old couple that were their first foster parents. They told my brother they would have been happy staying there and were annoyed Billy busted out of juvie and made them leave. This infuriated me and I told Linden that if, as adults, they didn’t come around to appreciate their brother’s effort I would tie them both up, shove broomsticks up their asses and say, “This is what Billy endured for you, mother fuckers.” My husband said if it came to that he would help me do it. 

Matthew and Rosalie brought a photo album containing images of Billy. They were all from the short time he had been with them. They shared it with everyone, including the old St. Sebastian hags who descended on my brother and his wife like the vultures they were. Samia pegged them immediately and assigned Dondi, the Kellys, Freebird, Sylvia and three of Bishop’s bodyguards with occupying them so they wouldn’t annoy Matthew or any of us. 

William Bishop. God bless that old gangster, approached me and Linden and said, “You say the word and I’ll have Roy Hollander taken out.” I hugged him, thanked him and said: 

“We’ll take care of it when Matthew’s ready.” He nodded, fully understanding. 

Late afternoon of that day, the third Saturday in May, by the way, Matthew said he and Rosalie were going to take Chris and John past 12 Cherrywood so they could see where he grew up. He asked me if I wanted to go and, as usual, I said no. He asked me if I wanted him to take Lil’ 

Jacob and Lil’ Samia and I said OK. Samia wound up going with them. Had it just been Matthew and his wife, they would have driven by a few times, seeing the house briefly from the car. 

Samia Siva wasn’t having that, though, and marched up to the front door, knocked and introduced herself. The family, who had bought the house after my father died and lived happily in it for eleven years, was thrilled to meet one of the famous Gallaghers. They welcomed Matthew and his family, our kids and Samia inside for a visit, which they all enjoyed and would have enjoyed more had the circumstances been different. 

When Matthew left, William Jr. and Colin summoned me, our siblings and spouses to the stone bench next to which I had discovered Erin Fleming’s dead husband nearly a year before and showed us another, bigger photo album. It contained pictures of Billy, Chris and John as babies and children. 
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Yeah. Two days before my brothers pulled a home invasion on Roy Hollander’s ass. William Jr. 

held a gun to his head while Colin gagged and tied him up. Then they searched the place for pics they would give our little brother and his family. They found a box in the garage filled with pictures Desiree had taken. It contained images of all three boys. There were pics of Billy starting at three and baby pictures of Chris when he was born and John when he was dropped off. 

Desiree took photos of them on birthdays and holidays every year until she disappeared. “This is fabulous,” I said, speaking for all of us. 

When Matthew and his family returned, William Jr. and Colin took them into Bobby’s dining room and gave it to them. 

Yeah, I was glad I missed that. I thought if I cried any more I would dry up and blow away. 

No one asked William Jr. and Colin why they didn’t kill Roy during their visit because we knew those of us who wanted to would take him out, with Matthew, and Rosalie if she wanted, later. 

My family and I spent a week at Bobby and Claire’s house just because we wanted to. Our pups were being looked after by Garrett and Grayson and we had nothing going on. Matthew, Rosalie and their sons returned to New Jersey with William Jr. and his family the night of the memorial. 

Colin also went home with Deborah and their stoned-out-of-his-mind son, Sam. Winston and Marcus flew to Christchurch, New Zealand two days later for a job while Joan and George spent two weeks in New York City with their friends Jacob and Joshua Kelly. George had never been there and my sister and our friends showed him all of its sites, going first class all the way. They even hired someone to carry the nonagenarian up the Statue of Liberty. Dondi went back to Florida with William Bishop, Freebird and Sylvia. He hung out with in Miami for a couple of days enjoying their huge house and being taken to restaurants and clubs. They invited him to stay as long as he wanted but he had to get back to the nursery. Tim Flynn and his family drove back to Washington Sunday morning. Sean and his family, Thomas and Malachi stayed a few days to catch up with Rowaneck friends and then also went home. 

OK, a couple of more things happened that sad and busy May of 2011. They didn’t seem significant to me at the time, perhaps because nothing was compared to my nephew’s suicide, but they revealed themselves to be several months later. 

The first happened at the memorial, to which Sabrina Landon and Cassie “Bronwyn” Frankel came. At some point during the long day we spent in the O’Day’s back yard, Bobby found us and said, “Did you hear, Mrs. Graham died.” At once Sabrina, Cassie and I said: 

“Who’s Mrs. Graham?” Bobby was stunned. He waited for us to laugh and reveal that we knew who Mrs. Graham was. When we didn’t, he said: 
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“Your second grade teacher. Mrs. Graham.” We looked from our friend and former teacher to each other and all shrugged. “You’re putting me on,” he said. “You heard and you rehearsed this…reaction.” 

“Bobby,” I said, “I don’t know what…I mean, who you’re talking about.” He looked from me to Sabrina, who shook her head to Cassie, who also shook her head. 

“Mrs. Graham was your second grade teacher.” Still nothing. “Granted, she only taught the one year, but she was a pretty memorable person.” Not to me and my two friends. “Nothing?” 

Bobby was incredulous. He asked me, “Tell me the names of all your grammar school teachers starting from kindergarten.” 

“Miss Cohen, Mrs. Weisel, Mrs. Hollingsworth,” whose first name was Holly, and I’m not kidding, “Mr. Paulsen, Mrs. Bricker and Mrs. Tesser.” Bobby said: 

“You jumped from first to third grade.” 

“No I didn’t.” I went through the names again and realized I had. Bobby asked Sabrina and Cassie to do the same thing and they also jumped from first to third grade without realizing it. 

“That’s really strange,” he said. “Mrs. Graham taught you second grade. She lived on your family’s paper route, Christian, though the house burned down at the end of your school year.” 

Again, my friends and I looked from our former social studies teacher to each other. “I can’t believe this,” he said. I, too, found it strange, but not enough to occupy me. Again, my brother’s son killed himself the week before. 

The other thing, OK, was that when I returned to Orlando and Superior Bodies/Mutts, I was helping Grayson let them out one rainy morning when I neglected to secure Knucklehead’s crate properly. Knucklehead was the pit Kevin and Siobhan stole from the Jeffcoats' fighting ring. The thing about him was, while we were able to rehabilitate and place the other Lady Lake pits, Knucklehead never got over his aggression and never found a home or even a foster. We kept him happy and gave him lots of attention even as he spent each night in his crate in room three. 

Indeed, he sometimes spent whole days with Elio or whoever else was working reception. He was happy and had a decent life and lots of attention. 

Grayson, Garrett, Linden and I were very careful when we let him out of his crate and room three to be sure the other dogs kenneled in what was once the cubicle area were securely in their crates. Further, we lifted him up and carried him past the other rescues and outside to do his peeps and poops. If we returned him to room three rather than taking him inside the office or reception to hang out, we made sure the door was closed before opening the crate and we made sure the crate was secured before opening the room three door to leave. 

Long story short, I didn’t close the room three door when I brought Knucklehead in from doing his business. I squatted in front of his very large crate and released him into it. Before I could 18	
  

close and secure the crate he shot past me and out the door. I screamed and dove for him but he was too fast and strong for me, motivated as he was to kill the two Pomeranian puppies in the crate he found first. 

Now, their crate was secured and so was every other one in the kennel. Still, Knucklehead was a strong and determined former fighting dog and his jaws were extremely powerful. He clamped them down on the narrow metal bars of Patsy and Edina’s crate and bent them as if they were made of straw. I pounced on him and stuck my hands in his mouth to pry it off the crate, screaming as if I were on fire. Grayson, who was cleaning crates in the shower, dropped them and booked into the kennel to help me. 

Knucklehead was growling, I was screaming, every dog in the kennel was barking and howling wildly and the two Pom pups were crying louder than all of us. Grayson and I struggled with Knucklehead for several minutes, which really is a long time when you’re trying to prevent a ferocious dog from tearing apart a small crate in order to tear apart two little puppies. That my hands were torn up and dripping blood from Knucklehead’s biting the fuck out of them made everyone more ferocious, excited and terrified. We finally got him off when Grayson took off his prosthetic arm and attempted to shove it down Knucklehead’s throat. The second his mouth released the damaged crate we pushed/dragged him inside room three and into his crate, and the second he was in his crate he calmed down and actually wagged his tail he was so excited about his big new chew toy, Grayson’s fake arm. 

Gray and I shut our big happy friend inside the crate and room and all but collapsed on Patsy and Edina’s crate. We were freaked out, exhausted and so scared for them. Their faces throughout the attack…they were so hard to look at. The fear of being torn to pieces. They were sure they were dead and just screamed in fear. They probably thought my blood was their own. I’ve never seen anything like their faces, their eyes specifically. I know I’m being dramatic but it’s how I felt. I was glad Grayson didn’t have to see it, it was that hard to watch. I’ve broken up dog fights before, but they were between animals that were evenly matched. The little Pom babies, though, watching the big hungry pit bend their cage with his teeth…my heart’s racing as I recall it. 

Patsy and Edina continued to scream and cry even though Knucklehead was not a threat anymore. That every other dog in the kennel was still carrying on didn’t make them feel any safer. Nor did the blood that was pouring out of two, and I don’t exaggerate, chunks in my hands. 

Grayson didn’t see it but could smell my blood and knew I was injured. He said, “Call 911 and get the fuck out of here.” I did so right away. I called from the office phone, dripping blood the length of the hallway and all over the desk and phone. When I was done I ran outside into the rain to meet the ambulance. 

Garrett arrived to open the club before the paramedics came. “I’m fine,” I said while he was still too far away to see that I wasn’t. “I’m fine,” I continued to say as he saw my arms and shouted: 

“Holy FUCK!” 
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“The pups are OK, I’m the only one injured,” I assured him. “Please go inside and help your brother calm them down.” Garrett didn’t, which was good because I started to feel lightheaded. 

He made me sit on the ground and lifted my arms above my head, holding my bleeding wounds with his bare hands. 

The ambulance came, it took me away, Garrett went inside and helped his brother, I got stitched and bandaged up, Knucklehead was fine, the Poms calmed down and found a home, together, and everyone lived happily ever after… 

…except for Buck Adams, whom I hired Jack Patterson, the private detective who helped me nail Ben Maitland, to find. 
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Chapter 2: 

Doohickey 


The doctors in the ER tried to make me give up the name of the dog that had bitten my arms so badly, but I wasn’t identifying Knucklehead for no one. Instead I gave them the same story all Superior Mutts staff and volunteers did when we got bit so bad we needed stitches, “I was walking down the street minding my own business when I got attacked by a Heinz 57, “ a mutt, 

“that came out of nowhere. He bit me and disappeared.  Now, where are my Percocets?” 

I took a cab home as Linden was with the kids and I didn’t want him to have to pack them up in order to come get me. I told him what happened and told the babies not to be concerned and that I was OK. They carried on and cried until I sat each on a knee and held them, with my bandaged hands, against my chest. Exhausted from crying over me and totally comfortable, they fell asleep within minutes. 

So adorable were Lil’ Samia and Lil’ Jacob I wasn’t moving for anything. Linden asked me if I wanted anything to drink or eat and I said no and to come sit with us. I searched my mind for conversation interesting enough to distract me from the numbness in my thighs the babies’ 

weight caused and came up with Mrs…Graham. “How is it,” I asked my husband,” that none of us has any memories of Mrs. Graham or second grade at all?” He responded:  

“What do you remember of kindergarten and first grade?” I remembered quite a bit and told Linden several things about Miss Cohen’s and Mrs. Weisel’s classes. The only thing worth repeating is that I learned what the word “nigger” meant in first grade. Someone called Mickey Bridges, the only black student in the class and in Rowaneck Grammar School, a nigger. Mickey got in a first grade fist fight with the kid, whose name I couldn’t remember. After the teacher broke it up she discovered the boy didn’t realize it was an insult. He apologized and they shook hands and Mrs. Weisel explained to us that “nigger” was a mean thing to call someone with dark skin. “Please don’t ever say that word in class or in your lives,” she said. She made each of us promise we wouldn’t, including Mickey, which was odd because why would he, you know? 

Maybe she didn’t want him to feel different or left out. I don’t know. I thought it was odd he, a black boy, should have to promise her he would never call another black boy a nigger. I didn’t say anything, though. 

“Did Mickey graduate with all of you?” Linden asked. 

“No,” I said. “His family moved, I think after eighth grade. Or maybe they redrew the school maps and he was no longer in our district. The Bridges’ had a big rundown house on the very border of town, past the unincorporated section. I think the Rowaneck City Council of the early seventies were so eager to have a black student in our school they drew the house in.” I thought about Mickey, picturing him clearly. He was a big boy, but well proportioned. He was no student, but he did well in gym. He was kind, too. That made him popular. “I liked him.” 

“Was he in your second grade class?” Linden tried to sneak under me. 
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“I don’t know,” I smiled at him, “’cause I can’t remember a thing about second grade.” 

“Nothing?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Did you have a yearbook?” 

“Oh, yeah,” I said, “and I had all of them, I think. The only one I still have is senior year of high school, though.” 

“You can picture each of your grammar school teachers…” 

“…and most of the substitutes: Mrs. Shankerman, Mrs. Heupper and others. But no Mrs. 

Graham.” 

“Someone’s got to have a picture of her,” Linden said. “Bobby said her house was on your family’s paper route. Who had it at the time?” It was a good question. I did the math and said: 

“Colin.” 

“Which means he probably had sexual intercourse with her,” Linden said, matter-of-factly. It made me laugh and I nearly woke up the kids.  “I’m going to get online and see if the Rowaneck School System has any archived images.” He left the three of us in the living room where I joined our son, daughter and my thighs in sleep. 

Thirty minutes later I woke up to the large, unfocused black and white headshot of a mildly pretty twenty-five year old brunette.  I looked at it for several moments and then beyond it at my husband, to whom I said, “Mrs. Graham?” He nodded. 

“Do you recognize her?” I wanted to nod but couldn’t. I looked at the image again and fought to remember her. Finally, I said: 

“No.” 



That night I had my first dream about second grade, one that turned out to be a memory, I determined, when I e-mailed Cassie and Sabrina to see if it meant anything to them.  “Oh my God, yes, Christian, I remember Doohickey’s surprise,” replied Cassie. “Oh my God, yes, Christian, I remember Doohickey’s surprise,” echoed Sabrina. 

“Who’s Doohickey?” Linden asked me as he spread grape jelly on toast for Lil’ Jacob and strawberry jam on toast for Lil’ Samia. 
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“Yeah, Daddy, who’s Doohickey?” our daughter asked. I laughed the question sounded so hilarious coming out of her. 

“What’s Doohickey?” Lil’ Jacob demanded to know. 

“Well,” I began,” since you all asked, I’ll tell you.” My husband and children ate their breakfast at the kitchen table while I stood facing them by the sink and told them about Marshall Dooley, whom someone nicknamed, without a bit of affection, Doohickey. 

Big, awkward, sweaty, buck-toothed…the works, Doohickey was as irritating as he was ugly. 

Often loud, never funny, he tried his best to win friends this way and that, and failed each time. 

Most ugly, irritating friendless kids gave up after a while and just kept a low profile and went home quietly, but each failure and every rebuff made Doohickey more determined to get in everyone’s face, using some other method to be liked. Relentless he was. The worst kind. So sad. 

One day Doohickey came into class and complimented everyone:  “You’re very pretty Sabrina.” 

Groan. “You’re a great athlete, Mickey.” Whatever. “You’ve got a great big personality, Cassie,” 

which was another way of saying, “You’re ugly.” He approached a wheelchair bound student with an alarmingly underdeveloped body whose parents insisted she go to regular school and said, “I think you’re very courageous, Gail.” 

“Please leave me alone, Marshall,” she replied, and joy-sticked her tiny, electronic wheelchair away. Yup, it was 1973 and Gail Garaballo had a wheelchair that would be considered sophisticated by twenty-first century standards. This was Rowaneck, you know. 

“You’ve got beautiful eyes, Christian.” I was tired of hearing it, even at seven, and they said so. 

Doohickey continued, “And your eyebrows look really good over them.” Again, no news. “Your whole face is very handsome,” uh-huh, “and you’re very smart,” yeah, “and you’re really good at Red Rover,” no shit. “How do you do it?” he asked. “You’re not strong but you always break through.” I said: 

“Verbal manipulation, threats and cruelty.” It took Doohickey a moment to absorb this, and then he backed away slowly, saying nothing further. 

The compliment strategy having failed, Doohickey tried to find something he had in common with everyone. One by one, he approached all twenty or twenty-five students in Mrs. Graham’s class and said, in the same supercilious tone, “I really like Batman. How about you?” It was excruciating, especially as he said it very loudly and everyone heard every inquiry he made. 

When he found the courage to tell me he liked Batman and ask me if I did, too, I cut him off at the knees, deliberately saying loudly enough for everyone to hear, “I don’t like Batman or you, now go away forever.” He backed away slowly, saying nothing further. 

The Batman effort having gone down in as hot and bright a set of flames as the compliment thing, Doohickey next tried offering assistance to everyone. “Can I help you lift that, Wendy?” 
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“Can I help you clean that up, Ronald?” “Can I get this or that for you Andrew, Teresa, Helene?” 

I’ve never heard so many “nos” in such a short period of time. Profoundly discouraged by everyone’s latest rejection, Doohickey took it upon himself just to push Gail’s wheelchair without asking. She responded by issuing a scream that was louder than I thought her underdeveloped lungs could generate. Doohickey jumped and ran to the far end of the classroom, hoping no one would notice that it was he who touched Gail’s wheelchair without permission. In an additional effort to hide, he noticed that I was cutting a figure out of construction paper I had folded in an effort to see how a string of paper dolls was made. As Mrs. Graham hurried over to Gail to see if she was all right and find out who had harmed her, Doohickey said to me, quickly, 

“Let me help you with that, Christian” to which I replied, pointing the dull, children’s scissors at his face: 

“Let me cut you with these, Doohickey.” He backed away, faster this time, as fast as he ran from screaming Gail a moment before. 

Gail identified Doohickey as the person who pushed her wheelchair and Mrs. Graham took him to her desk and spoke to him quietly about how he shouldn’t touch her wheelchair and he needed to respect her personal space. Rather than take it like a man, Doohickey burst into tears and whined and wailed about how no one liked him and everyone was against him and Christian Gallagher tried to stab him. Mrs. Graham said none of that was true, even though it all was except the attempted stabbing, and then asked me to join them at her desk. I did, still holding the scissors. “Christian,” she said, “you didn’t try to stab Marshall, did you?” 

“Who’s Marshall?” I asked, having gotten so used to his nickname I forgot his real one. 

“Marshall Dooley,” she said, indicating Doohickey. “Right here.” 

“Oh,” I said, looking at him look from my face to the scissors I held, closed. “No, I didn’t try to stab him.” Mrs. Graham smiled and nodded to Doohickey. “But I will if he speaks to me again,” 

I added. This caused Mrs. Graham to frown with every part of her face but her eyes, which sparkled. “Can I go now?” I asked. Afraid she might laugh if she opened her mouth, Mrs. 

Graham nodded and I walked away without giving Doohickey another look. 

Most kids would have given up after having been threatened with violence, but not our Doohickey. He tried again, changing tactics entirely as he raised his hand one Monday morning and asked Mrs. Graham if he could address the class. “Of course, Marshall.” Everyone looked around for a Marshall as Doohickey stood up and said: 

“I have an exciting announcement.” Oh, I thought, this is going to be good. “I am bringing in a special treat on Friday after lunch, and I want you all to be prepared.” Oh, this was going to be very, very good. Our classmates asked him what it was and he wouldn’t say and was very cryptic. Then he bowed a bit, as if he expected applause. I began clapping, and with a look defied the rest of the class not to join me. In a moment we were all applauding for Doohickey’s big 24	
  

surprise. He nodded, smiling, and bowed several times. Then I stopped clapping and so did everyone else and Mrs. Graham thanked Doohickey and he remained standing. 

“You can sit down, now, Marshall.” He bowed again and did. 

Doohickey spent that week carrying on about the big surprise he was bringing in after lunch on Friday. I determined immediately it was some dessert his mother was making for the class and went about my business, giving it no further thought. It was easy as I had so frightened Doohickey with the scissors he didn’t approach me again. He spoke to everyone else, though. 

Loud and often. Every chance he got. Indeed, there wasn’t one moment of silence that entire week because Doohickey filled every conversational lull, every pause and every tiny beat with, 

“Are you excited about my big surprise?” and “Two more days ‘til the big surprise!” and “What are you wearing for the big surprise?” Yeah, that was my favorite. Like he expected us to rent tuxedos for his mother’s brownies. 

Finally, mercifully, Friday came, and Doohickey showed up to class wearing shiny black shoes, crisply pressed slacks, a starched white shirt and a blue, black and white-striped clip-on tie. He entered the classroom that morning with a bright face, surveyed all of us, noticed we weren’t dressed similarly, and looked so appalled I was sure he would spit. Mrs. Graham said, “Marshall, you look so nice today.” He replied by saying, angrily: 

“Why isn’t anyone else dressed up?” Oh, this was just going to be so very goooooood. Before Mrs. Graham could run interference, Cassie said, not cruelly: 

“For what?” 

“For the big surprise,” Doohickey spat. 

“Marshall, you didn’t ask us to dress up,” Mrs. Graham said. “If you had, we would have.” 

Doohickey wasn’t having it. He shook his head and said, to all of us: 

“I may just have to cancel the surprise,” because, I thought and nearly said, we didn’t deserve it not having worn our Bob Mackie gowns to school that day. I found my thought so funny I burst out laughing. 

“Sorry!” I said as insincerely as I could, and then continued, even more so, “Please don’t cancel the big surprise Doo-, I mean, Marshall. Please don’t!”  and with a look defied the rest of the class not also to plead for his forgiveness. They did, including and especially Cassie, who found tears as she cried: 

“Please, Marshall, PLEASE!!!” Satisfied with our remorse, Doohickey nodded and said: 

“OK.” Cassie and I sighed, as hard as we could, simultaneously, and then everyone else did. Mrs. 

Graham regarded us, but more me, with a face that again was all frown but her eyes. 
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Everyone returned early from lunch that afternoon. We all sat quietly waiting for Marshall to produce the big surprise. Moments before he arrived I said to Mrs. Graham, “Should we have hired a band?” This made her laugh, which she did until Doohickey and a thirty year-old female version of him, which was, of course, his mother, arrived holding two large plates of something covered in wax paper. 

“The surprise is here!” Doohickey announced so triumphantly Cassie responded by making a trumpet fanfare sound, as if the Medieval king had arrived bearing gold or ambrosia or something else that wasn’t…homemade cream puffs. 

That’s right. Doohickey and Mama Doohickey put down their plates and, with faces more excited than their pitiful surprise deserved, removed the wax paper to reveal  a couple of dozen cream puffs they had made together. 

No one said a word. Not Cassie and not me. No one sighed or clapped or reacted in any way. The cream puffs were small and not attractively presented. There were only enough for everyone in the class to have one, which wouldn’t satisfy anyone, even Gail. They were underwhelming. 

They were uninteresting. They didn’t warrant comment of any kind. Everyone but me turned his attention elsewhere: to his books, each other, an unremarkable cloud that drifted slowly outside the large windows. I watched Doohickey’s face as he scanned ours for the interest and excitement we had feigned that morning and earlier in the week. He listened for applause and heard one of the other students ask Mrs. Graham if he could go to the bathroom. She said yes. He discovered I was the only one looking at him and his expression begged for mercy, for pity. 

What I gave him was, “Thanks Marshall, but I’m allergic to…what you brought.” Before he could burst into tears, Mrs. Graham said: 

“Can I have yours?” Ooooo, she was good. Not good enough, though, because when she told the rest the class to form a line in front of the table on which Doohickey’s pathetic surprise rested, no one so much as blinked. A beat later and Marshall Doohickey Dooley let out a cry so filled with pain I was nearly moved. Nearly. His mother put her arms around him and he cried into her chest. Mrs. Graham stood up and said, in a voice that sounded so much like mine I wondered if she was lip-synching me: 

“Everyone form a line behind me. Now.” She then approached the table behind which 

Doohickey continued crying, stealing a look at me before picking up a cream puff. In that look my second grade teacher asked me to give the class a look that defied them not to obey her, and I did, because I was satisfied with the entertainment Doohickey’s humiliation had provided and, more importantly, I had a crush on my second grade teacher, Mrs.Graham. 
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Chapter 3: 

Winter Key scripts 




I continued to appear in and write scripts for “Winter Key.” I actually found myself doing more of the latter as many of the story ideas that occurred to me didn’t include roles for Connor Ransom. As popular as he was, and as much as fans howled for him to be a regular character, Bentley Howard and I agreed he should be used sparingly. 



Another character—three, that is—that fans howled for were the vampire twins Joshua and Jacob and their vamp Pekingese Honey Bunches of Oats. “One episode a season,” I recommended to Bentley and he agreed. 



The one episode in which they would appear in the third season involved a dog fighting ring that was going on somewhere on the key. Honey Bunches of Oats had heard about it and is 

determined to sniff it out and put an end to it. She and the twins arrive at The Breaks one evening with Connor and formally introduce themselves to its staff. “I’m so glad to meet you,” says Bronwyn after they’re seated and served, well, nothing. “I heard you rescued my family and friends last Halloween. So nice of you.” 



“You’re welcome,” says Joshua. 



“Our pleasure,” says Jacob. Honey Bunches of Oats sniffs around and licks her lips. 



“What can I get you?” Bronwyn asks. “Or should I say, whom?” She chuckles. “I’m O-

negative,” she says, offering her wrist. The twins and peke sniff, share looks and then Jacob says: 



“You’re a universal donor. You should save it for the blood bank.” 



“How thoughtful,” Bronwyn says, genuinely touched. The rest of the staff offers a pint from their own arms. Jacob chooses Evan and Joshua, Randall. 



Now, you’ll recall that at the end of season two Bentley and I chose to make Randall turn gay and have a love affair with Evan. This vampire visit/pitbull fighting thing would be broadcast right after the new year, 2012, or halfway through the season, at which point the two young men were still flirting and Randall was still unsure  about his changing sexuality and his feelings toward Evan and Evan was wary about being teased and hurt by Randall, who might just be experimenting and would return to heterosexuality. They liked each other, and recalled and recreated the date Evan won with Randall the year before for having increased sales. Actually, Veronica won, but she let Evan have the prize, which was a date with her brother. It was the one during which they played video games and went to bed in bunk beds. It was all very sweet and tension-building and everything. The second one, I mean. Jacob and Joshua’s visit offered the opportunity to kick up the tension by having the vamp twins develop romantic interests in the fellas, tempting them away from each other and all that. 



Jacob and Joshua suck a pint of blood out of Evan and Randall, respectively, on separate ends of the empty rear deck of The Breaks while Bronwyn, Veronica, Garrett and Bettina clean and close up the restaurant. After Jacob finishes he bandages Evan's wrist, the young mortal is swept off 27	
  

his feet, literally, as he faints into Jacob’s arms. The vampire catches him and the young busboy looks into his eyes and says, “Do you want to come over to my house and play videogames and have a sleepover?” Jacob agrees. 



At the other end of the deck Joshua bandages Randall’s arm as the latter adjusts himself on a bench, to accommodate his erection. He says, and this just got past the censors, “I didn’t think I had enough left for…” Joshua smiles and says: 



“I can take care of that for you. It’s the least I can do after letting me feed from you.” Randall feels his cheeks and says: 



“And even enough to blush.” 



“I’m sorry,” Joshua says. 



“No, it’s fine. If you had been a girl, not so long ago, I would have been all over it. This thing with men…it’s…new.” 



“There’d be no strings,” Joshua says. “It might help you decide if it’s the way you want to go.” 

Randall considers this and then looks at Jacob and Evan at the far end of the deck. Joshua follows his eyes and they watch the other two leave, together. 



“Aren’t you and your brother…?” Joshua smiles. 



“We’re going to be around for an eternity. We’re OK with an occasional dalliance.” Joshua smiles nervously and looks back at the empty area where Jacob had been feeding on Evan. He looks down at his bandaged wrist and up at Joshua. He wants to say something but hesitates. 

“We’ll go as slow and easy as you want.” Randall smiles with relief and then the two men lean toward each other, slowly and carefully, and kiss, softly at first, and then harder. 



The camera pans from Randall and Joshua to a rear restaurant window at which Bronwyn, Veronica, Garrett and Bettina are watching closely. Bettina says, “I think I need a drink, because I’m watching my male friend and a vampire make out and I’m getting horny.” 



“No, B,” says Garrett, “I need a drink because I’m watching my male friend and a vampire make out and I’m getting horny.” 



“No, Garrett,” says Veronica, “I need a drink, or maybe a med adjustment, because I’m watching my brother and a vampire make out and I’m getting horny.” 



“No honey,” says Bronwyn, “I need a med adjustment, or therapy or something because I’m…” 

the other three look at her. She catches herself and continues, “just kidding!” 



While that’s going on Honey Bunches of Oats does some recon, locating the dog fighting ring in a wooded area of Winter Key. She shakes her head at the horror of it and then notices a big black and white male pit, intact, that appears reluctant to fight and he’s kind of handsome and then he 28	
  

fights, wins and then licks the wounds of the brindle pit he defeated before being yanked away by his evil owner. Honey Bunches of Oats clearly finds this pit attractive and she’s moved by his compassion. She leaves the site,  having gathered the information she needs. 



The vamps make it with the fellas, Jacob and Evan in the bunk bed and Joshua and Randall on the beach. The following day, while the twins and peke are sleeping someplace, Evan and Randall have an awkward shift at work with each other. To add to their discomfort, the rest of the staff is all giving them knowing looks. The fellas finally find themselves alone in the office. 

Randall asks Evan if he was “with” Jacob and he nods reluctantly. Evan asks Randall if he was 

“with” Joshua and he nods reluctantly. Then Evan says, “I finally lose my virginity and it’s to a vampire. How many people can say that?” 



“Two,” Randall responds, and then explains, “my virginity to a man, I mean.” He shakes his head and says, “Wow, I never thought I’d say that.” They give each other looks that suggest they wish they had been with each other instead of the Kelly twins, but seconds before they articulate it they’re interrupted by Joseph, who spends more and more time at the restaurant, the note to which his family holds. He’s all nice now and his own relationship with Bronwyn is also developing. Having heard they both got some hot vamp tail the night before, Joseph says to young men: 



“Hey, way to go guys…” and then kind of realizes maybe it wasn’t the best thing to say. He recovers with, “We just got a party of seventeen. All hands on deck.” They leave the office without another word. 



Honey Bunches of Oats and the twins arrive at the dog fight to find the black and white dog to which she is attracted being defeated by a pale brown pit while a bunch of low class men and women watch and cheer. Seconds before he dies, the three vamps descend on the ring, killing every human attendee and rescuing every canine. It’s all very quick as, staccato-like, the twins break the necks of every man and woman. When all the evil rednecks are dead, appearing again as themselves, Kevin and Grayson lead the cast as they secure the surviving dogs in crates in two vans. 



While the other dogs are being rescued and secured, Honey Bunches of Oats snuggles up to the one she loves as he bleeds out from his wounds. She paws at him and licks him but there’s no saving him. Jacob and Joshua approach them and watch their pup’s efforts, knowing the pit is beyond help. She looks up at her owners…her guardians, with eyes that ask them for permission and they nod without hesitation. Then she turns back to the dying pit and sinks her teeth into his wounded neck and turns him into a vampire. 



This scene is all very moving and I thought of the third act climax of “Beauty and the Beast” as I wrote it. It would have to be as beautifully scored. It would have to be amazing. I would run through our list of directors and determine who would do it the most successfully. 



In the episode’s final scene, the twins and their now two dogs say goodbye to The Breaks’ staff at the end of the next night’s shift. Joshua and Jacob save their final hugs for Evan and Randall. 

They’re all very friendly and platonic, though as Joshua embraces Randall he says, of Evan, 29	
  

“He’s the one,” and as Jacob embraces Evan he says, of Randall, “He’s the one.” The four vamps disappear into the night as Bronwyn says to the others: 



“Let’s clean this place so we can take off, too.” Evan and Randall share a look, hold it, and then get to work. 



Bentley and everyone loved this episode. They loved it and everyone agreed it was the season’s best and maybe the best of the series, though I think they were just exaggerating. Season three’s final episode, which a reluctant Linden and I also wrote, was as universally hated. This was because in it I killed Evan. 



In the season three finale everyone consummates his relationship on the same night: Bronwyn and Joseph, Garrett and Bettina, Isobel and the gardener, Karen and Hal, who returns from having been lost at sea, and Randall and Evan. The remaining two characters, Veronica and my Connor Ransom, spend that night playing Go Fish in the middle of The Breaks’ empty dining room, knowing full well all our friends are getting it. So far so good. Then, the next day everyone shows up for the lunch shift with a smile on his face, everyone but Evan, who a happy-as-can-be Randall says is going to be late because he’s got a dentist appointment. 



Outside the dentist’s office a happy-as-can-be Evan smiles brighter than he ever has as he crosses a municipal parking lot and gets in his car. He sits in the driver’s seat, buckles his seatbelt and checks out his freshly cleaned teeth in the rear view mirror. That is when he notices Mike, the guy who harassed him during spring break the year before, and paid for it by getting a testicle removed. Mike grabs Evan from the backseat and holds a knife to his throat. “Hello hot stuff. Any cavities?” Before Evan can respond Mike continues, “You cut my nuts and I cut your throat,” and then does. End of episode and season. 



Yeah, everyone went nuts. The cast, the crew, Bentley, his mother, fans to whom the episode leaked…everyone. This is because everyone liked Evan the character and, more so, everyone liked Evan the actor. He was truly the nicest person that had ever entered the Miami soundstage in which we shot the show. Professional, kind, happy without being irritating, patient, flexible, reliable, generous…Evan the actor was every good thing, and he was talented and handsome. A recurring character in season two, he appeared in more episodes than I, and he never gave anyone a bit of trouble. He never had a fit or was late or didn’t have his lines down. He was gracious. He was happy to shoot or reshoot into the late hours. He treated everyone well and knew everyone’s names. He made good suggestions. He responded to fan mail and attended every “Winter Key” convention, however small and remote. He had two cats that he rescued from Orange County Animal Services and he brought them with him to the production 

company‘s guest condo when he shot his episodes. He was delightful and remembered birthdays and loaned money and arrived with vegan donuts. He was the best. Really. And he wasn’t just kissing our asses to get a steady gig. I would know. Bentley would know, and both of us agreed he was sincere. “I wish we had a million of him,” I said to Bentley during one break. He nodded and said: 



“I really am the luckiest producer in the business to have Evan in this cast.” I gave my friend a wry look and he added, “and because you’re in the cast and on the writing team, too.” 
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Bentley and everyone were happy I was on the writing team, because I identified opportunities for all the characters to have great stories, lines and moments, thug-killing Isobel first among them. No one, however, was happy when, at the end of his first regular season, I wrote Evan’s death. It was all fine and legal and everything in that the actor had only been contracted for season three. It was not unusual in that when Bentley offered him the steady gig no one was sure if Evan would stick around. Still, the character and actor’s popularity with fans and the company made his continued participation in the show understood by everyone. 



Season four opens with Mike, Evan’s killer, arriving at a med school lecture hall. He finds a seat and opens his laptop to take notes. A door at the front of the room opens and Connor Ransom (me!) walks in wearing glasses, sporting a beard and dressed in chinos, a white oxford and bow tie. Connor puts on a headset and regards the class. “Hello, everyone.” As a group the class responds, good-naturedly: 



“Hello Dr. Munson.” Connor smiles and says: 



“As promised, today I’m going to tell you about that part of the brain that controls our basest desires, including the desire to kill and to get revenge. How excited are all of you?“ His eyes rest on Mike and he smiles. Mike joins the rest of the class in an apparent routine sing-song response of: 



“Very excited, Dr. Munson.” Connor continues looking at Mike and his eyes go from amused to icy in so split a second viewers will jump out of their seats. 



The opening credits do not include Evan, either as a permanent or guest cast member. 



In the next scene, Mike returns to the boarding house in which he lives to find his landlady, Isobel, making dinner. “Hello Mrs. Turner,” he says. She returns his greeting and he goes up the house’s rear stairs to his room. Her eyes follow him and they turn from warm to icy so quickly viewers are going to jump out of their seats again, though maybe not as high since it will be for the second time. Upstairs Mike passes Randall’s room and says, “Hi Jack,” Bettina’s room and says, “Hey Missy,” and Garrett’s room and says, “Ryan’s the man.” They all say hi back and all of their eyes go from warm to icy as quickly and alarmingly as Isobel’s and there’s all that seat-jumping going on again. 



In his room Mike juices up his laptop, gets online and goes to his “favorites” file. He brings up online article after online article about Evan’s unsolved murder. He reads each at length, smiling in a way that suggests he reads each at length a lot. 



In the next scene Isobel and her four boarders enjoy a lovely dinner and engage in friendly chit-chat. Finally, Mike gets up and says, “You need to excuse me, I’m due at the nursing home.” He thanks Mrs. Turner for dinner, clears his plate and says goodbye to everyone. The others watch him leave, share a few looks but say nothing to each other. 



Mike arrives at the nursing home to relieve Joseph, the great room attendant, and says hello to, 31	
  

among others, patients Hal and Karen. Before he settles in to work his phone rings. Its screen features Veronica’s image with the name Sally. “Hi honey,” he says. Veronica says something viewers can’t hear and Mike responds, “one…I know, and I really need to see you, too, but I’ve got a breakfast interview tomorrow with the county coroner...yeah, it'd be a great opportunity. 

No money, but it's not like I'm making any here. And the bodies will be really dead." He laughs at his stupid joke. "I'll get with you tomorrow and let you know how it went...I love you, too." 

He hangs up. 



Mike arrives at a high-end diner the following morning and meets Barbara Jennings. Yeah, I'm bringing her back for a guest spot, if she'll do it. I think she will. She and her athlete husband can come to Miami for a working vacation weekend or week or whatever. She was pleasant and it’d be nice to see her again. They chat a bit about an internship in the coroner's office and then she invites him back to her lab. When they enter the building they're greeted by Morton Jennings, her assistant. Hopefully the original actor will do it, if he's not still angry and needs the work. If not, we'll cast someone else and put, in the opening credits, "and Michael Scheoffling, that hottie from ‘Sixteen Candles,’ as Morton Jennings." Yeah, the would piss him off. I may just suggest it. 

What a crush I had on that actor in the eighties! 



Barbara and Mort bring Mike into the lab. They suit up and approach a corpse covered by a sheet. Barbara says, "We've had this one on ice for a while. I want you to check it out and tell me who you think killed him." Mort uncovers the body and it's Evan, cold, dead and pale but for a knife wound across his throat. As Mike gasps, Mort gets him in a headlock and Barbara gets him in cuffs. They drag his still stunned self to a chair and bind him to it. Mike finally says: 



"What's going on? Who is that? And who are you?" 



"That's my nephew's lover, you murdering piece of shit," says Mort. Barbara says nothing. 

Connor enters. 



"Dr. Munson?" 



"No," I say, "A friend of Evan." Karen enters holding Hal and Joseph's arms. Behind them Isabel and Bettina enter holding Garrett's arms. He says: 



"We were all Evan's friends." Randall enters last and says: 



"Except for me. I was his boyfriend." Mike looks incredulous and says: 



"You mean you're a fag?" 



"Yes. I am," Randall says without emotion. Garrett adds: 



"Kind of like you. Or, like you before we had your nut removed. Had any sex since then?" He doesn't get the angry reaction he was looking for as Mike says: 



"Are you a fag, too?" Frustrated, Connor says: 
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"Hey asshole, you're facing death. Why are you making these useless inquiries?" Mike opens his mouth to respond but Bronwyn, finally entering, says: 



"Because he's a sociopath, like I told you." Mike never met Bronwyn over that spring break and asks: 



"Who are you?" Bronwyn indicates Mort and says: 



"His sister," Barbara and says, "and her sister-in-law." She looks at Joseph and says, "That's her ex-husband, who I'm dating right now." She points out Karen and Hal and says, "those are my parents," Garrett and Bettina, "my employees," Isabel, "co-chair of the Winter Key Beautification Society..." Randall approaches Evan's corpse as she continues, “Veronica and Randall are my children and Conner is my gay former lover and colleague in international intrigue, and the father of my children,” she looks at Connor, “our children. Sorry.” Mort says: 



"Bron, enough. This is serious." 



"Serious?" she says, "This isn't serious. This is stupid." 



"Yeah," Mike agrees. "This is kind of stupid." He indicates all of them and asks, "What's the point?" 



"The point was to freak you out," Connor says, sheepishly. 



"You can't freak out a sociopath," Bronwyn says, apparently not for the first time. "You have to just kill him." 



"Would you please?" asks an unconcerned Mike. 



"We should have just killed him," said Joseph. "Interviewing for that job at the nursing home was such a hassle." 



"Try living there," says Hal. 



"We need to euthanize a few of them when we're done," Karen says. "So many of them are suffering terribly." 



"I was going to," says Mike, looking from Karen to Hal. "Starting with the two of you." He chuckles. No one joins him. Veronica says: 



"I suffered the most. I had to touch him!" No on disagrees. Mike asks: 



"Who's running the restaurant?" Bettina: 



"It's closed for renovations." 



33	
  



"And who's funding this?" Isobel raises her hand and says: 



"It seemed like a good idea at the time. I think we should kill him now." Everyone articulates his agreement but Randall, who has been studying the body of his former boyfriend. He says: 



"I never saw him," and in so doing shuts everyone else up. "You wouldn't let me," he says to no one in particular. "That's what he is now," his eyes run the length of Evan's body. "But that's not him. That's not Evan." Everyone but Mike exchanges glances. Everyone remains silent. "Where do you suppose he is? Anywhere? I'd like to know." Barb covers her mouth to stifle a sob. Isobel takes her hand. "I'd like to say something to him. Should I pray? Should I say it out loud?" Mike opens his mouth to make a snarky remark and Mort covers it. "I'd like him to know I wish it was him who had been my first, and I wish I had been his, rather than the vampire twins." Mike’s eyes ask what vampire twins. "It would be nice to tell him that." He looks at Bronwyn. "Mom? 

Do you know where he is?" She approaches him and puts her arm around him. 



"No, baby. I don't." They look back at Evan. "I know his death was quick, though." She studies the wound. "Thirty seconds. Forty-five, maybe. Enough time to remind himself how much he loved you." After a few moments, Mort says: 



"Can we kill this asshole now?" 



"No," Randall says, snapping out of it. "He needs to suffer, like me." Veronica approaches her brother and says: 



"He's incapable of it." 



"Your sister's right, baby. Sociopaths don't suffer. He's not even concerned about dying." 



"Sociopaths don't suffer mentally," Randall says to both of them. "But I bet if we remove his other testicle, his penis, both eyes, his tongue and all of his fingers, and then see that he enjoys a very long life, I think he will suffer a lot." Everyone agrees, including Mike, whose mouth is still covered but whose eyes grow wide with fear. 



In the next scene, Mike is tied to an examination table. Randall, Bronwyn and Connor standing over him holding operating instruments. Mike tries to resist but can't. He tries to scream and beg but he's gagged. Outside the lab, everyone waits. Isobel approaches Mort and says, "Shouldn't you be in there?" Mort shakes his head and says: 



"Bronwyn and Connor are his parents." 



"But you raised him," she reminds him. Mort considers this and says: 



"I don't want to see him do this." He pauses. "The guy deserves it. It's a better punishment than just killing him. I just can't watch." Isobel nods and hugs him. Then Mike, having apparently gotten his gag off, screams like he is on fire. 
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The episode ends with brief shots of everyone going about his usual routine, at work, in the Lamb mansion, etc. Mort and Barbara are not among these shots, having returned to wherever they went. The final shot, however, is of Mike, sitting in a wheelchair in the rec room of the nursing home where he had worked. He sits in a wheelchair looking at nothing because he has no eyes. He doesn't read any Braille books or anything because he has no fingers. That he has no tongue or genitals is understood. 



No one wanted to do the script, including Bentley and Linden, but everyone praised it, including Evan himself. He called me at home one evening and said, "It's good, Christian. Bentley should do it, even though it would mean writing me out of the show." He was such a good guy. "I appreciate your making me a regular this season." I was about to say I had nothing to do with it when he continued, "You gave me those great opportunities in the episode with the sales contest and those great moments in the vampire episodes." He mentioned several other episodes, including one where the staff all accidentally take LSD and have funny and bizarre trips. In Evan's, he thinks he's a superhero called "The Gay Avenger." He fantasizes about thwarting an evil villain and saving Randall, you know, like he was Superman and Randall, Lois Lane. It was great fun to watch, but the best part of the episode, for me, was that Evan, Garrett, Bettina, Bronwyn, Hal, Karen and Joseph's trips left only Veronica, Isobel and Lettie to run the restaurant. Veronica and Lettie stepped up, naturally, but Isobel really stepped up, slinging hash and giving the impatient patrons hell. 



The next evening, or maybe later that evening, Randall also called me at home. "It's great Christian," he began. "It would be a great opportunity for me to demonstrate some grief and rage. 

A real Emmy showcase. But as much as I'd like to do it, I'd rather have Evan stay. I don't mind playing his boyfriend. I don't even mind kissing him. I'm just happy to have him around. And I'll know you'll write me other great episodes." 



Barbara also called, having been forwarded the script by Joseph. "I'd love to come back for an episode once in a while," she said, and then added, "I left just when it got really good." It was a nice thing to hear from her. "I'd rather not come back this way, though." She had worked with Evan only briefly, in that Halloween vampire episode and maybe one or two others. She knew him by reputation, though, from Joseph, with whom she kept in touch. 



Mort called, too. He said, "If you mother-fucking think I'm coming back to your freakish shit show..." and stuff like that. I hung up on him and deleted the message he called back and left. 

Again, Michael Shoeffling. 



Finally, Bentley and his mother called, together. Rona said, "It's good, Christian. We'll do it, but not until the end of season four. I looked at the research and Evan's polling too high right now. 

We can't let him go yet." And that was that. 



Oh, one other season three episode I have to mention is the one Linden and I wrote where Grayson, playing himself, and Blinka, still the Scandinavian super spy, get married. Yeah, it was too delish not to do, especially the part when I, as Christian Gallagher, ask Grayson why he's marrying someone who tried to kill him a short time before and he says, "She's really nice, now." 
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Even funnier is when Blinka asks her former arch enemy Bronwyn to be her maid of honor. 



"As many times as we've tried to kill each other," Bronwyn says, "of course I will!" 

Bronwyn/Cassie then gets Rory, the Erin Fleming bachelorette party stripper who moved in with her, to reprise his performance. 
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Chapter 4: 

Favorites 


Mrs. Graham was an average looking woman who I thought was beautiful because she was kind, smart and funny, but mostly kind. She also had really nice clothes, but that didn’t impress me. 

Her protecting Marshall Dooley’s feelings over the whole cream puff thing did. I admired her for her effort, advising the class that she wanted my cream puff after I told Doohickey I was allergic as insincerely as I could. I admired her even though I thought Doohickey was a deliberate whiner and victim who should be smacked, or ignored, instead of being indulged. Her remark, followed by her non-verbal request that I ask the class to form a line behind her was kind without going overboard. I mean, she didn’t gush about the cream puff. She ate it, thanked Doohickey and his mother, and spent the rest of that Friday afternoon as she would any other. 

Mrs. Graham was kind to everyone, including Mickey Bridges, the school’s first and only black student. She made sure no one said anything mean to him about his being black and not belonging at the school, steering conversations that had the potential to be ugly into neutral waters. No one deliberately hurt Mickey’s feelings as he was a big, strong boy who could beat up any of us, including Mrs. Graham and every other teacher, female or male, at Rowaneck Grammar School. Additionally, we had gotten the “n” word issue out of the way the year before, which meant no one would be calling him that. Still, there were other ways kids could make him feel different and worthless. Among them was that his clothing was limited to one pair of worn jeans, khaki trousers that were too long and had to be rolled up twice or maybe four times, a plaid cotton shirt, a plaid flannel shirt, a windbreaker that was too small, and a wool pea coat that was too big. It’s all Mickey ever wore, except for a couple of non-descript t-shirts in the warmer months. Oh, and Pro Keds. His size but worn and glued and, one morning, wrapped with duct tape. 

Now, I never paid any attention to Mickey’s limited wardrobe because mine wasn’t much broader, and but for my own Pro Keds, nothing I wore had been bought for me. The fifth of six boys in a row meant I wore clothing that had been worn by William Jr., Colin, Sean and Thomas and would be worn by Matthew. It was what I knew and it was fine. Everything fit properly and was in good shape. I had no complaints and didn’t mind when one student came to class showing off some new pair of high-end sneakers and another showed up sporting a brand new shirt, vest or jacket. Mickey didn’t seem to mind, either, or pretended he didn’t. He never complained about his own stuff, nor did he coo over someone else’s handsome new sweater. He just said nothing and kept his duct taped sneakers under his desk. 

Mrs. Graham was as aware of Mickey’s limited wardrobe as the rest of us and said nothing. His clothes were clean and didn’t have holes or anything. And Mickey had his pride. After a week of those sneakers, though, she took him into the coat room and gave him a pair of Pro Keds, the proper size and the same color as his. He thanked her and put them on. She put his old ones in the box and asked him to throw it out in the dumpster on his way home from school that afternoon. 
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Mickey didn’t display his new sneakers to anyone. He said nothing about them or where they came from or anything. A couple of students made remarks about them but he didn’t respond and a look from Mrs. Graham and, OK, me, advised the rest not to make any remarks. 

The following day Mickey showed up to class wearing a new pair of, not pro Keds, but the bright, white sneakers that are sold at the Five and Dime in downtown Rowaneck. I once asked my mother about the sneakers there and she said they were cheap and would fall apart in days. 

Mickey brought the new Pro Keds with him in a paper bag and gave them back to Mrs. Graham. 

He said his father was grateful but that he wouldn’t take charity and he could afford sneakers for his son, which was nonsense because his last pair was held together by industrial tape. Mrs. 

Graham examined the Five & Dime sneakers, determined they were pretty but useless, and told Mickey so. Then she said, “Why don’t you wear them back and forth to school, and when you get here put these on,” she indicated the bag. Mickey agreed, grateful and relieved, and changed. 

This exchange also happened in the coat room, by the way. I watched it, as I had Mrs. Graham giving Mickey the new sneakers the day before, ‘cause I’m all nosy and everything. 

Because Mickey’s wearing the cheap sneakers to and from school and then changing into the new Pro Keds was going to be obvious, Mrs. Graham got the class’ attention and told them about it and told them not to say anything about it to Mickey or their parents or anyone else. She looked at the class, hard, and then looked at me. That was my cue to look at the class hard, threatening them with some harrowing mental punishment if they didn’t obey her. Boy did she have my number, and didn’t she make use of it… 

Mrs. Graham’s effort inspired her students to give Mickey new stuff, and I’m not kidding. 

Benjamin Levy brought in a new pair of jeans he claimed his parents had got him that were too big. Mickey tried them on and they fit perfectly. Holly Rhodes brought in a three-pack of white athletic socks she said she found someplace…another lie. Tucker Johnson said an extra pair of high-end ski gloves had accidentally fallen into his mother’s shopping bag when last they bought clothes, and he already had a pair so here, Mickey. He got new shirts, a belt, a pair of loafers, two pairs of khakis, undershirts, a scarf my Aunt Margaret had knitted for me but was red and I didn’t look good in red which is nonsense ‘cause I look good in everything so here you go, Mickey. Over two weeks our classmate quadrupled his wardrobe and maybe quintupled it. Even more exciting than the clothes became the stories my classmates and I came up with for obtaining them. My favorite was Adam Abrams, who insisted the argyle sweater he brought Mickey just floated out of the sky, “From Heaven,” he said, passionately. “And it was folded, too!” Mickey was extremely grateful to everyone for everything and he wore everything, even if it didn’t look good on him, like the flannel women’s nightgown Doohickey stole from his mother’s closet but insisted materialized out of thin air in his book bag. “It did,” he said a hundred times while the rest of the class said, “You’re lying,” and “Where’s Mickey supposed to wear it?” “You all hate me. Why do you hate me?” Jeez I wanted to hit him. 
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Mickey wore everything, including the nightgown for one whole day, at school only. We all knew his father would make him return everything if he found out about all the clothes so he kept them all in a small filing cabinet one of the janitors found for Mrs. Graham. He arrived at and left school wearing his limited wardrobe and changed into and out of whole outfits in the coat room. Mrs. Graham brought his dirty clothes home and washed them at her house. It all became routine very quickly. The occasional new this or new that continued to appear on low-hanging tree branches or crawl up from Hell, specifically a matching red hat Aunt Margaret also knitted for me. “It didn’t crawl up from Hell,” Doohickey scoffed; this, from the guy whose mother’s worn, stained nightgown materialized in his back pack. “It did, Doohickey,” I snapped. 

“I’ll show you the hole, and then I’ll push you in.” Everyone laughed at this, including Mrs. 

Graham, though, again, only with her eyes. “Why does everyone hate me???” 

Mrs. Graham was a compassionate, intuitive woman who identified the needs of her students and filled them to the extent that she could. Mickey Bridges needed clothes and she got him some. 

Cassie needed something about her to be attractive and Mrs. Graham identified her singing voice, how specifically I can’t remember and may not have known, and arranged for her to stun the community with it at the fall festival. Doohickey needed to be acknowledged and Mrs. 

Graham acknowledged him. 

Sabrina Landon needed a mother, as evidenced by the terrible braid she wore to school one day a few weeks into the year. I noticed it when I picked her up at her house on a Friday morning. Her father was off work for some reason and gave the housekeeper the day off, which didn’t bother me a bit. Her name was Mrs. Silver and she was a frigid old woman whose family had been driven out of Russia forty years before, driven out of Germany thirty years before, been among those Jews denied asylum in Sweden and elsewhere but ultimately made it to the United States. 

She had been a college professor and her late husband had been a doctor. They had four children, two of whom died of illnesses in refugee camps. The other two, a son and daughter, denied their Jewish and Russian heritage, dyed their hair blond, and lived as husband and wife in a suburb of Cincinnati. 

Oh my God, how do I know this about Mrs. Silver? I must have learned it in second grade, that lost year, because it didn’t occur to me when Sabrina and I were asked to be in Erin Fleming’s wedding party. 

Mrs. Silver was an angry woman, and she should have been. She wasn’t mean to Sabrina, but she wasn’t kind to her, either. She did her work, lived in a guest house, and spent her free time at the Rowaneck library. I think she had some friends, among other neighborhood housekeepers. I hope she did. I hope she had some joy. 

Mr. Landon braided Sabrina’s hair that morning, or tried, just ‘cause. He might have driven us to school had he not been on the phone with one of his art clients when I came by to pick up his daughter. He waved goodbye to us while he talked about…business. Sabrina’s braid was sloppy 39	
  

but my standards weren’t high and I thought it was good enough to wear. She had no idea how it looked but was so unconcerned with her own appearance she would have thought it was good enough to wear, too. The rest of our second grade class didn’t think so, Cassie first among them. 

“Let me redo it for you, Sabrina,” she said. So funny that as aware of and unhappy with her own too small eyes and lantern jaw, Cassie didn’t begrudge Sabrina her beauty. 

“No, thank you,” said Sabrina. “It’s fine.” I think she was touched by her father’s effort, however poor, and didn’t want to hurt his feelings coming home with a completely different braid. I think she also might have been grateful for it, too. And I think she would have kept it had Mrs. 

Graham not said: 

“You did a good job, Sabrina,” thinking she had done it herself. “Can I have a try?” 

“Yes,” she said even before our teacher had finished posing the question. 

Mrs. Graham looked very excited by the opportunity to brush and braid beautiful Sabrina Landon’s beautiful hair, and she was going to take her time. She bought herself time to do so by going around the room and asking each student what he or she planned to be for Halloween, what his favorite candy was, and what scared him the most. Everyone was excited to talk about Halloween costumes and candy except me, who watched the teacher I loved brush my 

classmate’s long, golden hair and wished she was braiding mine. It’s probably why when Adam Abrams kicked the back of my chair, interrupting my voyeur-fest to advise me it was my turn and what was I going to be for Halloween I said, even before he finished posing the question: 

“Rapunzel.” 

Mrs. Graham braided dried flowers she had kept in a bowl on her desk into Sabrina’s hair, making her perfect braid divine. She kept them in her hair for the rest of the day, which she spent glowing for the attention she had received. At the end of the day she thanked Mrs. Graham for making her hair so pretty and then she and I left the classroom together. A block into our walk she pulled out the braid and removed the wildflowers from her hair. I knew why and only said, 

“Yes,” when she asked me to braid it back. My work wasn’t as bad as her father’s but not as good as Mrs. Graham’s. 

“Do you think he’ll believe it was his?” she asked and I said: 

“Yes.” 

“Thank you, Christian.” 

“You’re welcome, Sabrina.” 

Mrs. Graham was compassionate and intuitive, though she only needed to have common sense to know that she could ask her students about their Halloween costumes and every other thing but 40	
  

what they wanted to be when they grew up. This was because Gail Garaballo wasn’t going to grow up, and the need she had was for someone to confirm this for her. 

Gail’s parents wouldn’t tell her she wasn’t going to make it to ten. Her doctors wouldn’t tell her she wasn’t going to make it to ten. My classmates and I knew she wasn’t going to make it to ten because it was common knowledge, among us, the school and every single person in Rowaneck, and none of us would tell her, either. 

I knew Gail didn’t know and had a need to know because one day between Thanksgiving and Christmas Doohickey, of course, asked her, loudly enough for me, Mrs. Graham and a couple of other classmates to hear, “Hi Gail. Are you going to die soon?” I wasn’t looking at Doohickey or Gail when he asked this, and I nearly snapped my own neck I turned it so quickly to look at my tiny classmate. I expected her to kill him for his impertinence, ‘cause it’s what I would have done. Instead, she smiled curiously and said: 

“I don’t know. No one will tell me.” Then she looked from Doohickey to me, because she knew I had a courage no one else in the class, and few others on the planet, did, and asked me with her eyes to tell her if she would die soon. I opened my mouth and then closed it, because I wasn’t going to answer her in front of loser Marshall Dooley or anyone else. Then I said: 

“Meet me in the coat room.” Gail’s eyes went from relief to dread to excitement to dread to relief to excitement over and over again. She turned her electronic wheelchair around and took off to the coat room so quickly she left skid marks. I tried to stand up but felt a gentle hand on my shoulder forcing me back down in my chair. 

“No, Christian,” Mrs. Graham said. “I’ll do it.” 

“But Mrs. Graham,” I said. “You might get in trouble.” If Gail told her parents Mrs. Graham told her what they couldn’t bring themselves to she might get in big trouble, whereas if it came from me, no one was going to do anything because I was SEVEN. 

“Thank you, Christian,” she said. “I’ll take that chance.” 

I don’t know how Mrs. Graham told Gail she was going to die by the time she was ten, and Doohickey, the ultimate loser, didn’t either because when he crossed the room to the coat room to eavesdrop I grabbed him by the belt and threw him back in his seat so hard the impact knocked the breath out of him. He opened his mouth to ask why everyone hated him and I said: 

“Not a word from you, Doohickey. Not now. Not one word.” He appreciated the gravity of Mrs. 

Graham’s talk with Gail, which was why he was so interested in listening to it. He didn’t move, though, because he knew I would disembowel him if he tried. My expression communicated this and he sat still and quiet for the rest of the day. Mrs. Graham and Gail returned from the coat room an hour later with eyes red from crying. I looked at them only to confirm that Gail knew 41	
  

the truth, that she would be OK, and that she wouldn’t tell her parents Mrs. Graham told her what they should have. 

The next day Mrs. Graham asked me to follow her into the coat room. I did. She sat on the floor and leaned against the wall on which we hung our winter coats. She patted the floor next to her, inviting me to sit close. I did, with no small amount of happiness. My teacher and the woman I loved put her right arm around my shoulders and said, “Thank you, Christian.” I knew for what. 

For Gail. For offering to give her the information she needed and take the heat for it. To spare Mrs. Graham the heat. She said, “You’re a brave boy, a good boy, too.” I wasn’t sure about that and said: 

“I’m not sure about that.” 

“Oh, I am,” she said. “I think you’ve got a dark side. A really cool and funny dark side. I also don’t think that’s a bad thing.” I looked at her and she looked at me. My face told her I needed more info. She rubbed my right shoulder and continued, “You’re a powerful little boy and you’re going to be a powerful man. You need to control that power and use it only for good. You’ll be tempted to use it for evil and on occasion you’ll succumb. Limit those occasions, for the sake of those you will hurt and for your own.” 

Mrs. Graham said this word for word. I am so sure she could have just dictated it to me. And I ask, who says this to a seven year-old boy? The answer: someone smart and kind, and someone who loves him, a lot. 

Now, and as briefly as I can wonder, why did I have to forget second grade, and this? Why couldn’t Mrs. Weisel or Holly Hollingsworth have told me this, so I would have remembered and avoided so much pain? Why couldn’t my mother or father have recognized this power and its dark potential and warned me as Mrs. Graham had? Were they so busy just keeping it all together at 12 Cherrywood? Were we all so powerful they couldn’t recognize any of us as such? 

Or was I too good at hiding my genuine cruelty among the good natured barbs my siblings and I hurled at each other at holiday dinners and every other time. 

Think of who would have been spared what grief had I remembered what Mrs. Graham told me that day. I say this confidently because I loved her so much I would have done what she asked. I would have. 

“You have power, Christian. And you are a leader. Be a good and kind leader, always.” Mrs. 

Graham leaned over and kissed me on the top of my head.” 

“Mrs. Graham,” I said. 

“Yes, Christian,” she said. 

“Why does Mrs. Grimms insist I’m blond when my hair is brown?” 
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“I don’t know, Christian.” 

“Mrs. Graham,” I said. 

“Yes, Christian,” she said. 

“Can we sit here for a few more minutes?” 

“Yes, Christian. We can.” 

Mrs. Graham might have met other student’s needs but I wasn’t aware of it. I didn’t have a lot of interest in my classmates generally, my family being so much more interesting than anyone else I knew. The handful I’ve so far mentioned made an impression on me: Sabrina as she was my walking buddy and I envied her hair; Cassie, whose voice was as beautiful as her face was ugly; Mickey, who appeared to be the only student in the school whose family had less disposable income than mine; Gail, because she wouldn’t make it to junior high school; and Doohickey because he was always in my FACE. 

My five classmates were interesting to me for these reasons, and because they joined me in being Mrs. Graham’s favorite students. I know this because she told us. It was a Tuesday in that fall of 1973, a day the rest of the class joined the other second graders and the entire third grade on a school trip into New York City to attend a performance of the circus 

I wouldn’t become a dog owner until 1994, a vegetarian until 1996, a vegan until 2007 and a hardcore animal activist almost immediately thereafter, but I still didn’t like the circus. At seven I couldn’t see the appeal of watching an elephant stand on a stool. It was stupid and boring. It is stupid and boring. It will always be stupid and boring and the only reason anyone thinks it’s fantastic is because the circus’ marketing department told them it is. 

Yeah, I wasn’t going to the circus. I made it clear to my parents when the date approached and Mrs. Graham, reluctantly, distributed permission slips that contained the group sales rate the school had secured for the event. My mother said, “Why should you be different from any of your brothers and sisters?” My family didn’t read Dr. Seuss, didn’t endure Kool & The Gang’s 

“Celebration,” didn’t do the chicken dance and didn’t attend the circus. 

How delighted was I to learn that Mrs. Graham loathed the circus, for their treatment of animals, and would be staying behind with those students unable or, in my case, uninterested, in going. 

Also among them were Sabrina, whose father never got around to signing her permission slip and who also wasn’t interested; Cassie, whose family was hosting relatives who were taking them to eat at Sardi’s and would have to leave for the city before the class got back; Mickey, whose family couldn’t afford the ticket and wouldn’t let anyone else pay; Gail, for whom traveling to and sitting in Madison Square Garden would be too big a hassle; and Doohickey, who was terrified of New York and circus animals and got sick on long, and short, bus rides. 
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Mrs. Graham was supposed to look after us and the other second and third graders who also weren’t going to the circus. She wasn’t interested in any other students and neither was I. How thrilled, then, was I to learn she dumped them on Miss Sinclair and the other librarians so she could just hang out with us. She made us a picnic lunch that we nibbled on all day. In the morning we wrote letters to Madison Square Garden and the circus’ sponsors and told them we hated them for abusing animals. Then we sent six care packages filled with tons of snacks, candy and other goodies she had bought the evening before to six soldiers fighting in Vietnam whose names she got from the USO office in New York. Then we had recess, which we spent picking up litter along the sidewalk surrounding the school. After lunch, Mrs. Graham played Carole King, James Taylor and Bette Midler albums on the record player. Then she turned off the lights, told us a ghost story and insisted we each tell one we knew or make one up on the spot. Then we went to the basement of the building and explored the boiler and other rooms looking for treasure and decomposed bodies I insisted were there in my ghost story. Then we went to the third floor gym off of which there was a utility room with a ladder that led through a trapdoor onto the roof and climbed onto it. “What do we do now?” Doohickey asked as Mickey handed Gail to Mrs. 

Graham and stepped on to the roof with the rest of us. 

“Pray, dance, sunbathe, cast a spell, tell your three favorite jokes, recite the Pledge of Allegiance. 

Whatever you want, Marshall.” 

“Can I hypnotize Doohickey into jumping off the roof?” I asked. 

“No,” Mrs. Graham said quickly. “Hypnosis is a serious thing. And dangerous if not used properly.” She spoke as if she had some experience. I would have asked her about it had Gail not asked: 

“Can I give you a hug, Mrs. Graham?” 

“Yes,” she said, and Gail lifted her tiny, matchstick arms and rested them on our teacher’s shoulders. She leaned her head next to our teacher’s and then gave her a kiss on the cheek. Then, one by one, the rest of us hugged Mrs. Graham and Gail. It was nice. The hugs were good and long and were a nice way to wind up our special day. After Mickey, who brought up the rear, hugged our classmate and teacher, Doohickey said: 

“Can I hug everyone else now?” fully expecting his question to be a formality and answered in the affirmative. At once the rest of us said: 

“No.” Doohickey thought we were kidding and approached me with his arms spread. I put my hands up to stop him and said: 

“Mrs. Graham, I will swallow my tongue before I let Doohickey touch me,” and she replied, to him and all of us: 
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“Pray, dance, sunbathe, cast a spell, tell your three favorite jokes, recite the Pledge of Allegiance.” Doohickey recited the Pledge, Cassie told her three favorite jokes, Gail cast a spell, Sabrina sunbathed, I danced and Mickey prayed that we would all have many more days filled with as much fun and adventure as that one. 
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Chapter 5: 

Fire 


One weekday in mid-June Superior Mutts got a call from a woman whose aunt’s boyfriend owned a puppy store on State Road 436 in Altamonte Springs, which is north of Orlando. She got Grayson during his late morning break. He sat with Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia while I did laps and Linden watched the front so Elio could fuck a member. I stole glances at him and the kids from the pool and knew something was wrong. I stopped my exercise and looked at him while he spoke. He looked at me and shook his head, indicating there was no emergency and to keep swimming, which I did. After I was through Linden joined us on the patio, indicating Elio was also finished. Gray said to us, “Can Elio watch the kids.” Linden and I looked from him to each other and knew it was something bad. I dried off while my husband brought our children inside and left them with exhausted Elio in reception. When he returned Gray asked us to sit down, which we did on his chaise lounge. 

“What is it?” I asked. He took a breath and said: 

“That was someone named Olivia. Her aunt and her aunt’s boyfriend own Puppy Love.” I shuddered and so did Linden. As puppy stores went it was the worst. Dirty, dark, paint peeling, smells like disinfectant and artificial scent, sick puppies, trashy staff. Yeah, that describes all puppy stores, but Puppy Love was the worst in Central Florida. It was in a stand alone building in the middle of a strip mall parking lot. I think the building had been a Pizza Hut or something. 

It was poorly landscaped and looked abandoned, or haunted. Weeds, stained brick, filthy windows…it could have been Superior Bodies Tampa before we got our hands on it. “She works there sometimes for extra money. She tries to keep it clean and keep the puppies healthy…” 

“Yeah,” I said, because Grayson was taking his time going someplace. 

“Last night her aunt told her if there were any puppies she wanted to take them…” 

“Why?” I asked. 

“Because the store is going under…” I would have been glad to hear this, but something in Grayson’s tone suggested it somehow wasn’t good news. He continued, “…and the boyfriend was going to short circuit the wiring in the place so that it caught on fire.” Linden and I both took large, angry breaths, “so that he could collect insurance money.” 

“And all the remaining puppies would die.” Linden, Grayson and I sat there for two or three moments breathing hard as we absorbed the information. 

“When is it going to happen?” I asked. 

“She doesn’t know,” he said. “But soon.” 

“Does she want us to go get the puppies?” I asked, though I didn’t think so. Grayson shook his head and said: 
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“She asked her aunt about giving all the puppies away to rescue and she said no, that they had to die or it would be obvious it was insurance fraud.” We were quiet again as we imagined the puppies burning up in the fire the owner, whose name was Wally Newsome, deliberately set. 

“What do we do?” Grayson asked, though the answer was obvious. 

“We get them tonight,” Linden said. “He won’t burn down the place after his inventory is, evidently, stolen. It’ll be too obvious.” It made sense. The puppies are rescued. The fire kills no one. Newsome goes out of business… 

“And he opens up another store someplace else,” I said. Neither Grayson nor Linden thought that was important, at least in the short term. 

“He might not,” Grayson said. “After failing with this one?”  I wasn’t sure of that and said so. 

“The economy sucks and people aren’t buying dogs. It’ll get better and people will again. It’s a business Newsome knows, and if he doesn’t open up a store, he’ll breed, or work at someone else’s store.” I paused. “He’ll live. He’ll be free.” Linden looked at me, strangely and Grayson looked toward me, strangely. “He considered doing it. He’s planning it now. Letting all those puppies burn. Imagine it. The fear. The smoke and heat. They’ll suffocate before they burn, but it’s still not a nice way to go. Screaming and panicking in their cages. Climbing on each other. 

Crying. Huddling in fear. Choking on the smoke…” I stopped because I was confident my husband and friend needed no further details. Gray asked: 

“Should we kill him?” I said: 

“No,” immediately. Killing was too easy. It wasn’t something I wanted to resort to immediately, however someone might deserve it. Making them live and suffer took imagination. I said, “Let me think about it.” I stood up and walked around the pool. Grayson and Linden remained on the chaise lounge, also thinking of a way to nail Newsome. To both punish him and prevent him from ever selling dogs. My short walk around the patio and the grassy area on its far end, an area bordered by impatiens under which were buried puppies and smaller dogs that came to us sick and that we couldn’t rescue. I thought of them, Giggly and Wiggly and the bulldog pups, Poncho’s twelve siblings and others. And I had an idea. I hurried back to the others and Grayson opened his mouth to speak. “Me first,” I said shortly, and then apologized quickly, “I’ve got to get this out before I weigh the morality of it and maybe dismiss it. I’m sorry.” 

“It’s fine, Christian. Shoot.” I breathed deeply and opened my mouth to begin. I hesitated and looked at Linden, asking him with my eyes if he would love me under any circumstances. He responded, with a slow, deliberate blink, indicated he would and to continue. I said, quickly: 

“We go there tonight, take all the puppies out and burn the place down.” They knew there was more and they waited. As they did it occurred to Linden. I saw it in his face. Before he could weigh the morality of it and maybe dismiss it I said, quickly. “Before we burn the place down we 47	
  

put the bodies of all the puppies and small dogs that are buried here in the crates. That way, when it completely burns, there will be all these charred skeletons, supposedly of the puppies that were for sale.” Linden’s face was grave. Grayson said: 

“Won’t that just mean he can collect the insurance?” I looked from my husband to my friend and said: 

“No. You call Olivia tomorrow and say you didn’t have a chance to round anyone up to save them. You tell her they all died, which she will think, and how they died. You lay it on.” 

Grayson got it, and wasn’t happy with it. Still, I continued, “The fire department will think it’s arson and they won’t be happy. Neither will the insurance company. Everyone will assume Newsome did it.” 

“Oh, Christian,” Linden said. I continued: 

“Grayson tells her she has to turn him in. She tells her aunt she has to blow the whistle on her boyfriend or she’ll go down, too. She knew it was going to happen, which is why she told Olivia to pick out the puppy she wanted.” Grayson shuddered and said: 

“She’s got to go down, too. With Newsome.” 

“She does,” Linden agreed. “And she will. She’ll turn on her boyfriend to protect herself. People will think she knew about it, though. He’ll say she did. He’ll get it and she’ll get immunity for testifying against him, but everyone in Central Florida,” 

“In the country,” I corrected him. He nodded and continued: 

“Everyone will know she was complicit.” 

“And she’ll wish she was in jail,” Grayson finished. I nodded, and added: 

“Animal lovers will want both of them dead. And people who aren’t still won’t like the idea of letting puppies burn alive,” a beat, “Yeah, she’ll wish she was in jail.” 

We all agreed the plan was solid. And we all agreed it had to be done right away. “I can’t do it,” 

Grayson said, more disappointed than ever that he was nearly blind. 

“Call her back and ask her how many puppies they have right now. Like you’re trying to decide if you can take them. Then, whatever number she gives you tell her you’re not sure and you’ll call her back tomorrow.” 

“Excellent,” Grayson said, and Linden and I left him to make his call. As we walked around the pool to go inside and tell Elio to announce the gym had a gas leak and everyone had to get out quickly or die, I said what my husband and I were both thinking: 

“This is going to be tough work.” Linden nodded, took my hand and squeezed it. 
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“They all would approve.” 

“Yes,” I thought about Jiggly, Wiggly, Poncho’s family and all the others. “I think they would.” 

OK, I’m going to skip right to the end of this adventure, but not because there’s not a lot to say about it. The fact is, in spite of its smooth execution and success—involving the efforts of me, Linden, Gray, Kevin, Olivier Korstanje and Susie Green—it’s not something I want to relive. 

I know, how strange that I can address every other crime, loss and death, but not this one. It’s the digging up of the bodies of the darling puppies we lost, sure. More so, it’s Olivia’s reaction. You see, after breaking in and replacing the live puppies with the remains of the dead puppies and then setting the building on fire, Linden, Olivier, Susie and I stuck around to see what would happen. Police and fire rescue showed up. Ditto area residents and those who were awake and in the area that early morning. Wally Newsome also showed up, and so did his girlfriend, whatever her name was. They spoke to police and pretended to cry for their dead inventory and all that. 

Then Olivia showed up. A friend drove her over, I guess. No sooner had she pulled into the strip mall parking lot than the young woman shot out of the car and rushed Newsome. She screamed a pain like I’ve never heard and attacked him with fists and bites. Three police officers pulled her off him and, stupidly (or maybe deliberately), let her go so she could attack her aunt. “YOU 

KILLED THEM. YOU PLANNED THIS!” was her message, delivered with so much pain it 

hurts me, physically, to recall it now. The police pulled her off her aunt and took her away from the scene to give a statement. 

As they walked her to a patrol car Olivia screamed and cried and then her legs gave out. She suffered so enormously I thought of just rushing her and telling her what we did and that the puppies were safe. My three friends also did and we exchanged looks that held each other back. 

It was awful to watch her. The most awful thing. But we needed her to expose her aunt and Newsome in her genuine grief. We couldn’t rely on her to pretend. Too much was at stake. 

“How soon can we show her the pics?” I asked, referring to pictures Susie took of the rest of us carrying the puppies from the store and putting them safely in the Superior Mutts van. The plan was six months, to be sure the Wally and his girlfriend were safely prosecuted. Olivier said: 

“Next week?” The rest of us agreed. 

Susie volunteered to do it, with her husband Dan. They went to Olivia’s house and invited her to walk with them to a park nearby. They showed her the pics and she wept with relief and gratitude. Susie asked her to forgive us for using her as we did. She said, “Yes, yes, of course,” 

and embraced both of my friends. 

Newsome and his girlfriend turned on each other. Each claimed innocence while accusing the other of arson, insurance fraud and animal cruelty. The DA prosecuted them both and they are both in prison. Olivia didn’t have to testify and wasn’t even deposed as the public defenders who 49	
  

represented the asshole freaks cut the worst deals they could for their loser asshole clients without getting disbarred. LOVE IT. 
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Chapter 6: 

Rescue 


As my class was Mrs. Graham’s first and she was new, too, to Rowaneck, she was unaware of the grammar school’s fall festival. More specifically, she was unaware of its including pony rides by Dick Shore’s “One Trick Ponies.” “Who is Dick Shore and how many ponies does he have?” 

she asked me in front of everyone one morning two weeks before the event. 

“Dick Shore lives in Pound Ridge or something with his two ponies Laverne and Maxine. He gets hired for parties to give pony rides. He’s been coming to the fall festival for decades.” 

“What happened to Patty?” Mrs. Graham determined the ponies were named after the three Andrews Sisters. 

“Traffic accident,” I said. “Five years ago. Or six. Before my time.” I recall saying this as if I was some kind of an old-timer. I said it casually because I wasn’t concerned about animal rights yet. I was concerned that the information concerned Mrs. Graham, though. Profoundly. She became more concerned when I added, “Mr. Shore drinks. My brother, Sean, told me he was drinking and driving and that’s what caused the accident. In Tarrytown. The cops felt so bad because she died at the scene so they didn’t give him a ticket or arrest him.” It was 1967 and drunk driving wasn’t the big deal it should have been. This information really upset our teacher, who shook her head a few times, brought her fist down on her desk, and had to snap out of it before she could continue teaching us whatever we were learning that day. 

That afternoon the class went to the library for storytelling with Miss Sinclair, the seventy year-old librarian my Aunt Margaret told us had been a burlesque showgirl in New York City in the twenties and thirties. When my mother learned that her sister-in-law had told us this she said it wasn’t true and never to tell anyone and never mention it to Miss Sinclair. That confirmed it for me and in first grade I asked her if being a librarian was very boring next to being a showgirl. 

She said, very frankly, “No, Christian. It’s actually a relief. All the rehearsals and keeping my figure…it seems glamorous but it’s hard work. The money was good though. I used to read backstage between shows all the time, and I even started a book club among the other girls. My favorite memories of my burlesque career were discussing Austen and Thackeray in the dressing room.” Miss Sinclair smiled at me, broadly, and said, “Thank you for asking, Christian.” I thought later she was probably relieved to have been asked about her sordid past in so matter-of-fact a way, and grateful to share the memory of her and her friends, hanging out of revealing costumes, applying makeup while talking about Emma and Harriet and the Barchester 

Chronicles. 

After Miss Sinclair finished whatever she read to us that afternoon I asked her if she had a yearbook so I could show Mrs. Graham pictures of the fall festival. She was glad to find one and, with me, showed it to her. “That’s Mr. Shore,” I said, pointing to a picture of a fat old man in suspenders and a bowler hat playing with a bushy gray moustache. “Isn’t he horrible?” Both women agreed he was, though non-verbally. I then identified Maxine, on whom an older student 51	
  

enjoyed a ride. I had never ridden Maxine or Laverne as I had no interest. I avoided Mr. Shore and never thought of his ponies, whether they were happy or in good health or anything. That afternoon I saw the black and white image of Maxine through Mrs. Graham’s eyes and I felt tremendously sad for her. She seemed very unhappy and even defeated. And unhealthy. 

Malnourished. Mrs. Graham shook her head as she had earlier that day. Miss Sinclair said: 

“I don’t know why we contract him. Year after year. He knew Mr. Salman, the principal from…years ago. He included him in the festival for the ten or so years he was here, and then every principal since has invited him back. For tradition, or nostalgia. I think he’s a terrible man.” Miss Sinclair didn’t hold back, with me. Few adults did. 

“He doesn’t love them,” Mrs. Graham said. 

“No, he doesn’t,” agreed Miss Sinclair, who was called away. Mrs. Graham continued to look at terrible Mr. Shore, poor Maxine and, on the following page, Maxine and as-unhappy Laverne. 

She kept looking and looking sadder. I finally couldn’t take it anymore and closed the yearbook. 

“We’ll just have to free them,” I said, seriously. 

“I think that’s a wonderful idea, Christian,” she said, and then gathered up the class and led us back to our room. 

Well, Mrs. Graham had my number, but not my complete number, because if she had she would never have told me what a wonderful idea she thought freeing Maxine and Laverne was, because that night as I fell asleep in the room I shared with my brother Matthew I came up with a plan to do it. 

The next day I found Sabrina, Cassie, Mickey and Gail and said, simply, “We’re going to free Maxine and Laverne for Mrs. Graham,” and no one objected. Cassie and Sabrina were too sophisticated for pony rides. Mickey wasn’t interested and it wasn’t an option for Gail, who said: 

“I always wanted to ride on them.” Though I had never ridden on them and had no place to say it, I nevertheless said: 

“You’re not missing anything.” 

“How are we going to do it?” asked Cassie. I told them. When I got to Gail’s part I said: 

“I don’t want to hurt your feelings or anything, Gail.” 

“Oh, that’s fine. I don’t mind pretending I’m dying.” She was a sport. Still I said: 

“What about your parents?” Gail sighed but still said, practically: 

“They’re used to false alarms.” I understood what she meant but it didn’t affect me then. It does now. 
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“What are we going to do with the ponies after we have them?” asked Sabrina. 

“Give them to Mrs. Graham. She’ll know what to do with them.” 

“Should we tell her about it, so she can plan?” Mickey asked. 

“No way,” I said. “She might tell us not to do it.” The others agreed that was a real possibility, including Doohickey, who appeared from nowhere and said: 

“You’re right about that.” 

“Doohickey,” Cassie said. “Go away, you’re not included in this.” 

“Yes, I am,” he said. “I’m part of your group.” 

“No, you’re not,” I said. “Go away before I call the police.” This worried our irritating and unwanted classmate, which made the rest of us laugh. He got all mad and said: 

“You’re all against me.” 

“You’re right, Doohickey. Now march.” 

“No,” he said. “You have to be my friend and let me do this, too, or I’m going to tell.” 

“Fine,” I said, ‘cause Doohickey was not going to be blackmailing me. “But it’ll be the last thing you ever say, ‘cause Mickey’ll cut out your tongue and then you’ll talk like an imbecile. I mean, a bigger one.” This worried Doohickey more than the my calling the cops on him, and he looked at Mickey. 

“I’ll do it,” he said, which made me so proud and really endeared him to me. Gail, who generally wasn’t mean but really hated Doohickey for pushing her chair and just being annoying, added: 

“And I’ll eat it. I’ll eat your tongue, Doohickey.” This made Cassie laugh, and I laughed, too. 

Doohickey whined: 

“Everyone’s against me. Why do you hate me? I wrote letters to the circus’ sponsors. Doesn’t that mean I can help get the donkeys?” 

“They’re not donkeys, Doohickey,” said Sabrina, who usually didn’t bother speaking to him or acknowledging him at all. 

“Yeah, stupid,” snapped Cassie. “They’re ponies. They’re gentle, unless they hate you, which they do, and then they bite.” Doohickey was more afraid of that than the cops or getting his tongue cut out by Mickey and eaten by Gail. “They’ll bite your ear off, Doohickey,” Cassie warned him. 

“And your brain,” Gail added, cute as a handicapped button. 
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“You have to have one first,” Sabrina said, getting into the spirit of things. 

“You all hate me. Why do you hate me? I gave you those cream puffs.” The stupid cream puffs again. 

“Doohickey,” I said without consulting with the others, because I was confident they would do whatever I said, “If we give you some role in our heist, will you stop all this whining?” 

“OK,” he whined, which caused Cassie to say: 

“That means no talking at all.” Doohickey opened his mouth to whine further and I held my finger over my closed lips. Then I said, as if it was an essential part of the plan: 

“No talking, to any of us, until the festival,” which was the Saturday before Thanksgiving, 1973. 

“OK,” he said, which caused Cassie to say: 

“No talking!” Doohickey closed him mouth, firmly. It was lovely to watch. I revised the plan to include him and everyone agreed it would be a success and that once she had the ponies Mrs. 

Graham had the means to find a sanctuary or someplace for them, since her husband was super rich and everything. 

Doohickey didn’t say a word that wasn’t completely necessary for two weeks.  And it was lovely. 

The Rowaneck Grammar School fall festival occurred on the playground and had for at least fifty years, because my father went to the same school and he said it had changed very little. 

There were bands and a cake walk, booths selling arts and crafts made by students and the old people who were full-time residents at the Bevan Hotel. There were food vendors and student performances including, for the first time, Cassie Frankel. She sang old standards accompanied by the school’s piano, which had been wheeled out of the auditorium specifically for her performance. 

How strange that in forgetting second grade Cassie forgot the fall festival at which she made her singing debut. In third grade she didn’t know she could sing, in spite of having wowed everyone in Rowaneck the year before. When people mentioned her performance to her she didn’t understand what they were saying and thought their compliments had to be misunderstandings. 

Lots of them. She sang again in third grade. She was forced to. Not for the ’74 fall festival, though. She still refused to believe she could do it a year later. Then, a handful of sixth graders went caroling from room to room and when they got to Mrs. Hollingsworth’s, for Cassie and I were in the same class that year, she found herself singing along, making up harmonies, stealing the show, and joining them. 

Cassie sang Rogers & Hart, and Gershwin, and Porter and while she did every other element of the festival was ignored. “We should have done it now,” I said to Sabrina. 
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“You’re right,” she replied. 

Cassie stood on a small stage erected for the event outside one of the school’s side doors, the hall inside of which served as a backstage. Prior to her show, Cassie feigned stage fright, and when Mrs. Graham went to comfort her inside she said, “Would you bring Gail here? I really could use her personal strength to inspire me.” It was such a line and Mrs. Graham should have realized it. 

She said this herself later that day. She found Gail and followed her up the concrete ramp the school had installed for her wheelchair at the main entrance. 

All the festival activity was on the playground but for the pony rides, which occurred on the large lawn in front of the building. That way if anyone fell off it would be on grass instead of concrete. Further, it was easier to pick the ponies’ feces off the grass. Mr. Shore liked this because while Maxine and Laverne ostensibly were resting, he could suck on his bottle of bottom shelf whiskey without anyone seeing 

Gail and Mrs. Graham had to pass the surviving Andrews Sisters on their way inside the building. Gail told me our teacher couldn’t even look at the animals, and actually stopped in front of Mr. Shore, as if she was going to say something to him or hit or kill him, even. He said hello to her. She nodded and continued following Gail’s wheelchair up the ramp into the building where Cassie was pretending to be a wreck. 

Cassie sang five songs, bowed and went inside the building. Her audience, most of whom were standing, would still have gotten up had they been sitting she was so good. They clapped for her until she gave an encore, and she did: Porter’s “The Lady Is A Tramp.”  When she finished she went back inside while the festival participants and visitors clapped harder and demanded another song. What they got was a hysterical seven year-old girl who returned to the stage screaming “Oh my God, I think Gail’s dying!!!” 

Had everyone on the property not already had his attention not on the ponies, Gail’s dying would have distracted them entirely, and would have caused Mr. Shore to abandon them to get a load of the little girl with the tiny body die three years before her doctors predicted she would. Mickey Bridges didn’t give him a chance as he appeared out of the bushes that lined the front of the building and swung an aluminum baseball bat at his right knee. 

No one saw the school’s lone black student assault the tipsy old pony owner because they were all trying to see Gail die. Isn’t it awful, but they were. No one heard the tipsy old pony owner scream in pain, either, because Cassie’s hysterical cries drowned him out. Mickey held his bat over the man as I appeared out of the same bush carrying a piece of rope. “Hands behind your back old man or my friend’ll bust your other knee,” I said. Shore either didn’t hear me or didn’t believe me, which meant Mickey had to bust his other knee. Still, Shore wouldn’t let me tie his hands behind his back. Mickey grabbed one with one hand and I grabbed the other with both of mine. Between us, we were able to force the old man’s hands together behind him, close enough 55	
  

for me to wrap my rope around his wrists and tie them in a Boy Scout knot William Jr. had taught me the weekend before. 

Funny, I just recalled it was William Jr. who taught me that knot. I also recall him asking, warily, why I wanted to know how to tie an effective knot. “I really like the Boy Scouts,” I said. “I can’t wait to join them when I’m old enough and I want to get a head start on earning merit badges.” 

My brother laughed in my face and taught me what he knew. 

As Mickey and I got the old drunk tied up Sabrina came out of the same bush and stuck her hands in his front right pocket. “My knees! My knees!” Shore cried, and then cried, “My keys! 

My keys!” He would have said it again, or returned to carrying on about his knees, but I gagged him. Sabrina approached Maxine and Laverne, who couldn’t have been less concerned about their injured owner, and began stroking their manes. “Good girls,” she said, soothingly. “You’re good, good, girls.” She continued to pet and speak kindly to the ponies while Mickey and I dragged Mr. Shore behind that bush where the three of us had hidden for the greater part of the day. Then we, too, approached Maxine and Laverne and pet them and spoke to them with kindness. Sabrina pulled apples out of somewhere and handed them to us. We fed the girls while she hurried to the trailer in which Shore transported them and opened it. When the ponies finished their apples, Mickey and I led them to the trailer, inside which Sabrina offered them additional apples. They went in easily. 

Inside the school, Gail’s parents were holding her while Mrs. Graham kept everyone as far away from them as she could without clocking them, something she later told us she considered. 

Cassie had abandoned her friend the moment her parents arrived and booked to a front window to watch us subdue Shore and get the ponies in the trailer. When we did, she went back to where Mrs. Graham and a couple of other teachers were doing crowd control and said to her, calmly, 

“We’ve got the ponies in the trailer and Mr. Shore’s car keys. Let’s go.” 

“Let’s go where?” Mrs. Graham asked, kind of figuring things out and kind of annoyed. 

“That’s up to you,” her student said, “Now, move it.” Mrs. Graham followed Cassie, curious to find out if what she said was true. The poor thing underestimated us. Me, specifically. And she would do so again. As she and Cassie descended the front stairs Mrs. Graham saw Mickey and me disappear into that bush. 

“What the?” she began to ask. 

“Don’t worry about it,” Cassie said. “We got it covered.” Not satisfied her teacher would believe that Mickey and I had Mr. Shore covered, she grabbed her hand and dragged her across the front lawn, past the trailer and into Shore’s gray Buick sedan. “Sit,” the child ordered the adult, and she did. Cassie got the keys from Sabrina and locked her in the trailer with the ponies, to keep them company and calm. She went back to the Buick, got in the front passenger side and handed the keys to her teacher. 
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“What the?” Mrs. Graham began again. 

“We’re rescuing the ponies,” Cassie said. “They’re in the trailer with Sabrina. Now drive.” 

“To where?” Mrs. Graham asked. 

“I don’t know,” Cassie said. We’ve got to get them out of here, before the police come and we’re busted. 

“The police,” Mrs. Graham said. Someone had called an ambulance for Gail, and the police would certainly arrive at the scene, though there were already a handful among the festival goers. 

“Is Gail OK?” our teacher needed to know before she started the car. 

“Duh! Yes!!!” Cassie said. “Now go, for God’s sake.” Mrs. Graham went. Slowly, so as not to startle the ponies. She drove to the corner of Rowaneck and Chatsworth Avenues and took a right. Mickey watched them drive away as I said to our terrified captive: 

“Let me tell you how it’s going to be, fuckface,” I began, and I’m not kidding. “You’re going to say your cousin took Maxine and Laverne home because they were sick and you stuck around to see how Gail was when you lost your balance and fell down the stairs. Nod if you understand.” 

He shook his sweaty head in pain and rage. “Nod or I tell my parents you put your penis in my rectum.” It wasn’t funny, considering someone did that to me years later. Mr. Shore didn’t think so either and nodded. “You’re going to take a cab home and tell your neighbors Maxine and Laverne died and you’re retiring.” He started shaking in pain and rage, though more of the latter, I think. “Nod or I tell my parents you put your penis in my rectum,” I said, again. He nodded, again. “If you obey us you will get your car back. If you don’t we will put you in it and set it on fire.” Again with the shaking with pain and rage. Again with the parents-penis-rectum. And again with the nodding. “Now, my friend Mickey and I are going to remove the rope and your gag. You’re going to count to sixty and then get up and call a cab from the phone in the office. 

You will go home and never come back and never get another pony or dog or cat or mice or anything.” He started shaking with pain and rage again, but I had only to open my mouth to remind him of my threat and he started nodding again. “Good. Now,” I looked at Mickey, who took the gag as I took the end of the rope. I nodded once and we removed both. Shore opened his mouth to scream and I shouted “RAPE!” 

“No, no,” he said. “Please, no. I’ll do what you say.” 

“Sixty seconds,” was what I said and he started at: 

“One…” 

Mickey and I walked around the building to the unattended cake walk. We sat down in front of a large table filled with cakes of every size, shape, color and flavor, took up forks, and began sampling each one. As we stuffed our faces, Mickey said: 
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“You are something, Christian,” and I said: 

“I know.” 

An ambulance never came for Gail, nor did any police. They would have interfered with our plan, so I had Doohickey call them from a payphone in the teacher’s lounge moments after some concerned adult had called both from the office. In a low voice our irritating friend said Gail’s death was a false alarm and not to come, and they didn’t. 

I didn’t tell Doohickey to join us at the cake walk because I wanted to enjoy myself. 

Mrs. Graham drove both sets of girls up…I can’t remember the name of the road, but my family and I took it to Connecticut when we visited our aunts. She drove up there after stopping for gas and getting Sabrina out of the trailer and into the car. They drove until they spotted what appeared to be a family farm from the road. Mrs. Graham pulled into it and asked the older couple that owned it if they could recommend a place where they could take the abused ponies they had rescued. The couple opened the trailer and saw the sweet frightened girls. The wife burst into tears, entered the trailer and began stroking them as the husband said, “I guess you can leave them right here.” Mrs. Graham offered them what cash she had in her purse and said she would send additional money. The ponies’ new owners refused to take it, but did say they’d take the trailer, which they could use. 

“Thank you,” she, Cassie and Sabrina said. Then they stayed for dinner, during which Cassie and Sabrina told Mrs. Graham and the couple, in detail that included the threatened rape accusation and sampling the cakes, how we had occupied ourselves at the fall festival that day. 

“If I hadn’t seen those sick animals,” the man said, “I’d almost feel sorry for that man…Shore.” 

“Do thank the boys for us,” said his wife. “And that brave girl...” 

“Gail,” Mrs. Graham said. 

After dinner the wife played the piano and Cassie sang. Just three songs, because it was dark and her parents and Sabrina’s father had no idea where they were. “We’ll just tell them something,” 

Cassie said and Sabrina nodded, completely unconcerned that they would return from the fall festival after midnight. 

“It’s worth it to save Maxine and Laverne.” 

Mrs. Graham agreed it was worth it. Specifically worth the beating her husband gave her when she got back at close to three a.m. 
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Chapter 7: 

Lady Lake Punks 


I didn’t visit the Lady Lake Doggie Rescue like I had when the reality show was being shot and Rhoda Rage Feinman was staying there. The kids, the club, the mutts and “Winter Key” kept me so busy there wasn’t time. Still, I occasionally transferred a superior mutt there or a Lady Lake rescue to Orlando. One such occasion was the second weekend in July. 

Someone had dumped an eight year-old blind, male, intact Pekingese mix, tied him to a tree stump at the front of the property. What the woman who did this didn’t know was that it happened so often Kevin installed a carefully hidden camera that recorded the license plates of the vehicles these deadbeats drove.  Jack Patterson ran the plates and provided us with the names, addresses and phone numbers of these people. We have no end of fun tormenting them from pre-paid cell phones, mailing them images of their former pets sleeping with messages explaining that they are really dead, and dumping all the feces we collect inside their vehicles and homes as they sleep. We never go after them right away. It would be too obvious. We also try to place their dogs without posting their images on the website. We don’t want these people thinking their animals are safe with us. An online profile would have given them comfort, and we have only grief for them. 

I drove to Lady Lake early that Saturday morning, leaving the house after letting the beagles and mutts out and while it was still dark. I got a coffee at 7-11 and zoomed up 441 with the top down and the AC going. Halfway there I looked at my gas gauge and realized I should have filled up. I did the math and determined I had enough to make it to the Cumberland Farms at the turnoff to the refuge. I rarely stopped there as I rarely stopped anywhere in that area. I loved visiting Kevin, Siobhan and the pits, pigs and other animals, but I can’t bear the area’s residents.  There’s country folk and there’s rednecks. I’m all about the former, many of whom volunteer at and adopt from LLDR, but Lady Lake is too heavy on the latter. 

As I approached the gas station I noticed all four pumps were occupied. My red warning light had just turned on, which meant I had enough gas to make it to the refuge and back, so I put off filling up until I left. I enjoyed another cup of coffee with my friends and met the peke, whom Kevin had bathed and to whom Siobhan had given the eye drops he would likely always have to take. “I can place him easily,” I said, thinking of an older woman I knew, a former hippie, who was all about blind, deaf and blind and deaf dogs. She had four, I think, two she got from Superior Mutts and two she got…elsewhere. I’d give her a call when I got home. 

I stayed less than an hour, hugged Kevin and Siobhan and drove directly to the Cumberland Farms. It was before noon and already hot, so I put the top up and blasted the AC. There was no one at the gas station but a homeless guy wandering the parking lot and two teenage boys on dirt bikes. The plan was to get in and out in as little time as possible. So awful was the prospect of putting my foot anywhere in Lady Lake but the refuge I considered filling my tank up with just enough gas to get me home, thereby saving myself an additional minute. 
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I wound up staying longer than I planned. 

I pulled the Miata next to one of the two pumps that was in the shade, left the AC on, and got out of the car. I noticed a handwritten note on each pump indicating the debit/credit machine wasn’t working and that they could only accept cash. EEEK, that meant going into the store. I stuck my head in the car, found the spare twenty Linden always stuck in the glove compartment, and shut and locked the doors. On my way inside the homeless guy asked me for spare change. I said, “I don’t have any, but I’ll get you something to eat.” I said that to homeless people a lot. Some are grateful and some tell me to fuck off. The Lady Lake guy was grateful. I got him orange juice, two bananas and some cookies I knew weren’t made with eggs or milk. I paid for them and asked the clerk to put the balance on pump two. 

I asked for the receipt so I could deduct the gas I paid from my taxes. As he handed it to me the clerk, some horrible Lady Lake piece of shit, said, “You’re not going to give that food to the homeless guy. I don’t want you encouraging him to hang around here.” I was instantly angry and came close to saying something mean, but I didn’t want the clerk to get mad at me and take it out on the guy after I left. Instead I ignored him, and it was hard. 

Outside I found the homeless fella running across the parking lot as the two kids rode their bikes around him, getting really close and cutting him off over and over. “Fuck,” I said, and dropped the bag of snacks. I booked over to the man, and boys, and said, again trying to control my temper, “Please knock it off. Give the guy a break.” 

“Huh?” said a dirty blond who, at fourteen, was already missing two of his adult teeth. 

“Who the hell are you?” asked his brunette buddy, whose hair, teeth, fingernails and everything else were so dirty I was certain he had just eaten himself out of a shallow grave. 

“I’m the middle-aged hottie who is telling you to go home and be nice for the rest of your life.” 

“Huh?” said dirt boy. 

“He’s a fag,” said dirty blond. The homeless guy took advantage of the distraction I caused to cross the lot and hide behind the building. The boys both called me a fag and went after him, and I went after them, slowly, holding my clenched fists at my sides and grinding my teeth. When I caught up to the little fucks it was to find them riding in circles around the very scared homeless guy. They rode around and around him, counterclockwise, hitting him with their left hands. I saw this, felt my face flush red with anger and said out loud to myself, “I asked you to be nice and you wouldn’t. Now you have to die.” Before I finished my second sentence I launched myself at the dirty blond the same way I launched myself at the brat at Rowaneck High School the year before and Darien Davis five years before that. Three quick steps and I was in the air with my palms heading for his right shoulder. I slammed into the kid and the two of us, and his bike, 60	
  

crashed onto the hard dirt ground. He hit hard, gasped and then found he could neither breathe nor speak for thirty seconds during which I said: 

“Thanks for breaking my fall, bitch.” When he could he began screaming about his head, or shoulder, or arm, or knee, or maybe…hopefully, all four. I climbed off him, stood up, noticed the bike was covering his left leg and jumped on top of its middle bar in order to injure him further. 

A louder howl told me I was successful. The homeless guy stood in front of us, stunned. Behind him, dirt boy stood watching us, his bike lying on the ground beside him. All at once I feigned concern and shouted to the blond, “Oh my God I’m so sorry! Oh my God!!!” I continued, to dirt boy, “please help me get this off him!” Poor dirt boy couldn’t believe a grown man who appeared non-threatening had so clearly and deliberately attacked his friend. I know he couldn’t believe it because he approached us in an effort to help me help the blond. “Oh my God,” I said a third time. “Hold his head while I pick this up.” Dirt boy knelt beside his screaming friend’s head and said: 

“Are you OK? Are you OK?” As he did this I lifted the blond’s bike over my head and sent it crashing over dirt boy’s. This caused him to collapse under its weight and the force with which I slammed it. 

“Fooled ya!” I said as dirt boy also began screaming, about his head, or hands, or arms, or crushed chest, or maybe…hopefully, every square inch of his body. I responded to both boys’ 

continued cries of pain by saying, “Now, the next time someone tells you to go home and be nice for the rest of your life, are you going to do it?” The problem is, neither could hear me over each other’s screaming and crying. “SHHHHH!” I had to say several times before they did. I repeated my advice about going home and being nice and succeeded in making dirt boy rage: 

“You fucking faggot! You fucking faggot!!!” 

“Manners!” I shouted back, and jumped on top of the middle bar of his bike, causing both redneck fuckwads additional broken bones, I hoped. Then I walked around the little pile I had made, took the shell shocked-looking homeless guy’s left arm and led him back to the front of the store. The clerk stopped us at the entrance and said: 

“I don’t want any trouble,” to which I replied: 

“Then you better do exactly what I say, starting with getting out of my way.” I made to enter and he stood in front of me. This made me so mad, which is always a mistake and a big one when you consider I had just crippled two fourteen year-olds. I stuck my face in the clerk’s and spat, 

“Remember the Jeffcoats? I killed two of them and this old Japanese chick I know killed the third. If you want to die, too, you just let me know.” The clerk ran behind the counter and into the back. “That’s right, asshole. Call the cops. See if they believe I beat up those punks and threatened you.” 
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“What do you want?” he shouted past a curtain behind which he hid. 

“I want you to copy down my credit card numbers and expiration date. Then I want you to give this man twenty dollars worth of vegan food every day for the rest of your life and charge me for it. Vegan means no meat, chicken, eggs or dairy.” The clerk stuck his head out and said: 

“I know what vegan means.” 

“I don’t believe you, so you better write it down next to the numbers.” The clerk came all the way back out from the curtain and took my credit card. He wrote down the numbers with shaky hands and then handed it back to me. I said, “No meat…” I gestured for him to write down what I was saying, “chicken, eggs, dairy, cigarettes or alcohol.” He wrote it all down, looked around the store, and then back at me. 

“What’s left?” he asked, sincerely. 

“Not much,” I agreed, “so you need to broaden your menu.” He nodded, coming around. 

“When are you going to get the credit card thing going?” I asked, nicely. 

“Later today, I think.” 

“Good. Add another forty bucks in hygiene products when it’s up.” He nodded. In spite of his softer attitude I added, “And don’t be buying shit for yourself. My friends Kevin and Siobhan live at the refuge and they’ve killed, too.” That was an exaggeration, kind of. Kevin helped kill Chris Grace. Actually, as he did most of the bricking up, I could say he did it all, really. Siobhan hasn’t killed anyone, so that was just a big lie. I examined the clerk’s face to see if he believed me and saw recognition in his eyes. “You know them, don’t you?” The clerk blushed and nodded slightly. “You’re friends with them.” He blushed harder and nodded harder. “And they haven’t told you about me?” I was getting angry again. 

“Actually, they did,” the fella said. “I just didn’t realize it was you. I’ve been hitting the pipe.” I thought about the clerk and wished I could forgive and like him, but he had discouraged me from buying food for the homeless man when I first came in so I have to hate him forever. In spite of this I held out my hand to him and said, “Christian Gallagher.” 

“Syd Doyle,” the clerk said, shaking it. I introduced myself and Syd to the homeless guy, whose name was J.W. 

“What does that stand for?” I asked. He blushed a bit and said: 

“John Walton.” I cried: 
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“John Boy!” referencing the character Richard Thomas played on “The Waltons.” J.W. smiled and Syd did, too, though it was clear the clerk hadn’t heard of “The Waltons,” or maybe had watched it high and couldn’t remember it. 

“Well,” I said, “I’m glad we’re all friends. I’m going to go now. If anyone asks who hurt the boys outside, tell him they got into a lover’s quarrel and are too afraid to admit it.” Syd and J.W. 

agreed and I left. 



A week later Kevin called me to say Syd told him he had told the police the boys had gotten into a fight with each other and that’s how they got injured. “The boys said it was you but Syd said no one else was there and they threw their bikes at each other.” 

“Go Syd,” I said. Then Kevin paused and I asked, “What?” 

“I’ve got even better news,” he said. “One of the kids has a broken back.” Without hesitating I said: 

“Fabulous.” I then told him about the old hippie chick who was coming to the club to meet the peke. 
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Chapter 8: 

Finding out 


I determined Mrs. Graham was getting abused during the Christmas season, 1973. I didn’t have a bit of evidence as she never hid bruises with long sleeves or sunglasses or strangulation marks with scarves. But I knew. The way she looked. The way she spoke. The way she carried herself. I can’t say what it was or even that it was any of those things, specifically, but I knew. Maybe, like Joan, I am psychic, or was. Or maybe Mrs. Graham was psychic and she was telling me, putting images in my mind of her getting slapped around, locked in closets, forced to eat off the ground and made to perform humiliating and painful sex acts. 

No one told me any of this and it couldn’t have been my imagination because I was unfamiliar with these kinds of things. I knew about sex, of course. I mean, I was a Gallagher and I was already seven. It was old news. I just didn’t know about being tied up, albeit with bonds lined with fur and raped with things, objects like…Yeah, these are the images I had, and I wasn’t crazy. They weren’t fantasies because they came to me and I didn’t “go to them.” It’s hard to explain except to say that Mrs. Graham and I had a connection that went beyond being fond of each other, and as I reflect on my knowledge of her abuse, I am increasingly confident that she was communicating it to me. Not deliberately or consciously, but doing it nevertheless. She told me in the coat room the day after telling Gail she was dying that I was powerful. Did she think I was powerful enough to save her as I had the ponies? More likely, I thought then, she knew my parents were as powerful, more so than her husband, the police and the justice system. 

That’s what I thought. Mrs. Graham was being abused and she wanted me to tell my parents, whom all of Rowaneck knew personally or by reputation, so they would help her. It made the most sense to me. 

Before cornering William and Joan Gallagher in the breakfast room some evening when my father got home later and my mother served him dinner alone, I had to confirm what I thought. I was confident in my knowledge, however strangely acquired, but my plea to them would be more effective if I could tell them other people knew, too. To that end I found my twelve year-old brother Sean doing homework in his bedroom and said, “I think my teacher’s getting beat up by her husband. Can you find out if it’s true?” I knew he could and, more, that it would give him great pleasure to do so. Sean was the chatty one in our family. The most outgoing and the best liked. While my siblings and I could be identified by our eyes and eyebrows as Gallaghers, everyone knew Sean by name. While my parents were known personally or by reputation, Sean was known personally. 

“Give me ten minutes,” he said, left his room and the house and went next door to the Haigneys where Deirdre’s friend Sheila lived and Sean’s friend, Sheila’s mother Dottie, lived, too. 

Hours later Sean returned, having had dinner with the Haigneys and missing our own. I told my mother where he had gone but not why and she told me not to set a place for him. My brother found me in the den watching some TV show, held up a pack of playing cards and said, “Let’s 64	
  

play Go Fish.” I followed him into the living room where he put on some Christmas music to cover our conversation. We sat cross legged in front of the fireplace and he dealt the cards. 

Rather than ask me if I had any fives, Sean said, “Mrs. Graham is in serious trouble.” 

My brother had done well. He no sooner said “Mrs. Graham” to Mr. and Mrs. Haigney, Sheila and two or three other Haigney children than the family went nuts on the subject. And what details they were missing they got by calling friends and neighbors. What gossips they were. 

What a coup. So unlike my parents who were private and respectful of others, and my siblings whose interest in others was limited to a handful of friends and didn’t include our six, I think, cousins who lived a half mile away. 

Well, according to the Haigneys and the eight or so people they were able to reach that December evening, Mr. Graham was a big, fucking bastard who was on his third marriage. He was raised in Rowaneck, but in the unincorporated part, where the only-wealthy people lived. 

My parents, who also grew up in Rowaneck, also had lived in the unincorporated side of town. 

Fifty in 1973 meant Mr. Graham was born in 1923 and was a year older than my mother. When I later asked her about him, she said she was only vaguely aware of him as a child since she went to Catholic school and he was in public. My father was six years his senior and didn’t know him at all until he bought a house on the Gallagher’s “Rowaneck Register” paper route. 

Among the folks Mrs. Haigney called for Sean was a retired grammar school gym teacher named Mrs. Heupper. She was in her seventies and still substituted on occasion. Mostly gym, though she covered a couple of times for Mrs. Weisel when I was in first grade. She always wore a track suit when she subbed, even if it was for a regular class. Her wrinkled face was covered in freckles and she dyed blonde and curled her shoulder-length hair. “You’re a Gallagher,” she said to me in the fall of 1972. Before I could confirm this or respond in any other way she added, 

“You Gallaghers never were much for gym. Your father and his family, too.” This was incorrect, as William Jr. was very athletic. I didn’t say that, though. Instead I said: 

“We don’t find running around and throwing balls or whatever very interesting.” This got me a half hour standing in the corner of the room with my back to the class. I spent that time humming my favorite songs from “West Side Story” and “My Fair Lady,” something that further aggravated Mrs. Heupper and earned me an extra fifteen minutes. I spent that humming Bach’s 

“Jesu Joy” and hoping the old lady would object to that so I could make hay out of her being anti-religious. She said nothing and added no additional time. 

Mrs. Heupper didn’t like me but really didn’t like Mr. Graham, whom she described as a “little prick,” a term Mrs. Haigney repeated to Sean. “He resented being in public school and hated being taught by a woman. Especially gym. He was a bastard, that one.” 

As the Haigneys hadn’t been raised in Rowaneck, they didn’t know Graham as a child. They were satisfied with Mrs. Heupper’s opinion, as it was one Mr. Haigney shared. Both men were in commercial real estate development or something, building shopping malls and office parks in 65	
  

less glamorous areas of Westchester County. Graham was a real shark who made shady deals and bribed mayors and city councils for permits and polluted and broke laws for which state attorneys were paid not to prosecute him. He reneged on agreements. He hired unscrupulous contractors who exploited illegal aliens. He committed insurance fraud. He protected himself from lawsuits by establishing strings of corporations behind which he could hide when investors discovered the properties they had secured were in violation of this code and that zoning law. 

“And he’s had more than one associate killed, or so I’ve heard,” said Mr. Haigney. Sean absolutely glowed when he told me that. 

Then a strange thing happened. My brother got serious. It’s something I rarely see. Sean serious or down. And when it happens it’s disturbing. Deirdre’s death. Ben Maitland’s jpgs. He said, 

“Mr. Graham’s been married three times. The first time it was to a college sweetheart. They got married right after graduating from Fordham. She left him less than a year later, claiming he beat her up on their wedding night and every night after.” I was right. “The second wife was someone he met at church, St. John’s Episcopal.” It was the church diagonally across from 12 

Cherrywood. “Mrs. Haigney couldn’t remember her name, but she was related to May 

LaJeunesse,” a contemporary of my grandmother’s, I later found out. “She shared her apartment and took care of her. She began dating Mr. Graham and then May died and she married him.” 

“What happened to her?” I asked, knowing it was going to be bad. 

“They lived together in the house he grew up in,” unincorporated section. “For five years. They had a son. He died of crib death. They didn’t have any more children after that, and then she disappeared.” 

“He suffocated the kid and killed her and buried her in the back yard.” Sean nodded, gravely. 

“Why would Mrs. Graham marry him, then?” Sean perked up a bit as he said: 

“Well, I guess Mrs. Graham’s father had some business with Mr. Graham. And it turns out he’s even a bigger crook. Graham threatened to blow the whistle on him to…someone, and then said he wouldn’t if he married his daughter.” I grabbed my chest because my heart hurt. It hurt to hear this. Mrs. Graham had been sold by her father to keep him out of jail. 

“How could that happen? How could he do it?” Sean shrugged. “But she’s an adult. Why would she do it?” Sean shrugged again. “What does Mrs. Haigney think?” Sean said: 

“She thinks her father told her he’d implicate her in whatever it was he did if she didn’t.” I gasped and my heart hurt more. 

“No one would believe him.” Sean shrugged again. 

“I would have run away,” I said. 
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“You and me, both,” said my brother. “Not everyone’s like us, though.” I knew that. I knew that coming out of the womb. Honestly. It was so frustrating being extraordinary. 

“Oh, and this is interesting…” Sean added, “She was a real hippie before they got married.” Mrs. 

Graham, a hippie? I tried to imagine her in a tank top and Indian-print skirt wearing beads and sandals instead of the dark colored pant suits or silk blouses and pleated skirts she wore to school. And I couldn’t. “Oh, yeah,” Sean said. “Her family’s from old Hartford,” Connecticut, 

“money. Builders. Built all of Connecticut. Or most of it according to Mr. Haigney.” How Sean wasn’t on a first name basis with them, as candid as they were to him about Mr. Graham’s business and wives and Mrs. Graham’s having been a monied flower child, is something about which I wondered then. Two years later, when he was in high school and joined the St. 

Sebastian’s Teen Club Mrs. Haigney ran, I overheard him call her Dottie at some function. I asked Thomas what that was all about and he said: 

“Sean’s always called her Dottie, privately.” Well, Dottie told Sean Mrs. Graham was a hippie but not a bold or outrageous one. 

“She dressed like a gypsy and burned incense and took herbs for colds.” 

“How does Mrs. Haigney know that?” I asked. Sean shrugged again and I shook my head. Then he continued, “So she went from that to being a Stepford wife.” I actually don’t remember my brother using that term, ‘cause I can’t remember when that book or movie or whatever came out, but it’s what he meant. It’s what I meant when I said something like: 

“She’s a Stepford wife whose husband makes her eat out of a dog bowl and puts things inside her.” Sean heard this and grabbed his chest. 

“Christian, how do you know this?” I was tempted to say Mrs. Haigney told me, just for fun. 

Then I panicked, because I couldn’t say Mrs. Graham told me when she didn’t. I finally said: 

“Cassie’s mother told her.” Sean frowned, still concerned but also angry Mrs. Frankel had more scoop than his girl Dottie. He stood up and said: 

“I’ll be right back.” My brother put down his playing cards, left the living room and the house and went next door to confirm this with the Haigneys. He came back twenty minutes later in a total lather. He found me playing solitaire on the living room floor and said, “She was holding out on me.” Ooooo, he was mad. And so betrayed. “She didn’t think I could handle it.” Ooooo, how insulting. “It’s so insulting.” Mrs. Haigney clearly forgot Sean was a Gallagher, and he was SEAN Gallagher. “Those Haigneys are cut off. For a month.” No visits from funny, fascinating Sean Gallagher for thirty whole days. Yeah, he was mad. He threw himself down in front of me and rested his chin in his hands. A few moments of this and I asked: 

“What do we do?” Sean snapped out of his brood, looked at me and said: 
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“My work’s done. The rest is up to you,” a beat, “and your little pony-stealing friends.” I clutched my chest again as Sean gathered up the cards, shuffled them, and dealt while maintaining a broad, proud smile. 



The next day was a Friday, I remember, because I was so glad I only had to see Mrs. Graham for one day before the weekend. It was a strange thing for me to feel because I was so in love with her. Her kindness, her humor, how she drove those ponies to that farm when she could have turned us in and returned them, how she made that circus day we missed the best of our lives. I loved her for telling Gail she was going to die, and thereby giving her some relief. That took courage, and strength. How could Mrs. Graham have the courage and strength to do that for Gail and not leave her abusive, murderous husband? I didn’t know. Again, I was a Gallagher and there was much about humans we didn’t understand. 

I tried not to look at Mrs. Graham that morning and managed to do so for a good forty-five minutes. When I finally did I found her looking at me, too, and what I had dreaded about making eye contact with her happened. I told her I knew and she acknowledged it. It’s true. She knew I knew and I knew she knew I knew. It was terrible. It was terrible to know she knew I knew, and I’m not trying to be amusing with all this I knew/she knew stuff, because it was so awfully humiliating. It was like I had seen her naked, but worse. Ten times because she was naked and being…whatever. It was awful. I wanted to hug her and take her home to my house. I wanted to rail at her for not stealing a car and driving to a California commune. I wanted to tell her to kill him first, that jail was better than being roughed up, spat and urinated on on a nearly daily basis. 

Yeah, my images included Mr. Graham pissing on his wife. 

How did she take it? How did she get dressed in the morning and come to school and be lovely to us? And how did she go home??? I couldn’t understand it and it was painful to think about. It made me want to scream and turn my desk over. 

I looked from Mrs. Graham to the rest of the class, Mickey and Holly and Doohickey and kids whose names I knew then and can’t remember, or maybe never knew in spite of their going through school with me for thirteen years. Oh yeah, there are some. Pity the children the Gallaghers don’t find interesting. Pity their cousins up the street. And pity the cousins, on my father’s side, I’m still discovering exist and always did. 

I looked at the whole class, at each face, and wondered why only I could see Mrs. Graham, the victim of severe spousal abuse. Then I looked back at her and realized she had indeed told me, because her expression acknowledged that, too. 

Why me, and what did she think I could do? 

Tell my parents. They’d know what to do. 



68	
  

That Satuday I got up early because my parents got up early. And by that I mean six a.m. Mother would go to church at 9 a.m. with her weekday missal. My father would do the grocery shopping later. I didn’t know what other plans they had but I knew they were in the breakfast room together, alone, at six. I got up when I heard them putzing around and waited until they both went downstairs to join them. “Good morning,” I said to my father as he sipped coffee and ate toast with jelly on it. “Good morning,” I said to my mother as she sipped tea and ate a hard roll. 

They both looked very grave. Mother said: 

“What is it, Christian?” I wonder if they thought I was going to come out to them. I was such an obvious queen by then. Hah! I wonder this now and I really think they thought I was. So hilarious. 

“Mrs. Graham is being abused by her husband,” I said, wasting no time. “Can you help her?” I looked from my mother to my father and back to my mother. They looked at each other and my father nodded to my mother, who took a few moments to determine a response and then said: 

“How do you know this?” I was prepared and said: 

“Everyone knows it.” That didn’t surprise them, which meant they knew it, too. Or suspected it based on…I don’t know. Mother asked: 

“Did Mrs. Graham say anything to you?” I shook my head immediately. She nodded and asked, 

“Have you seen any marks on her? Bruises or a black eye?” I shook my head again. She paused and said, “It could be a rumor, Christian, or it could be true. There’s nothing you can do about it if it’s true. Only Mrs. Graham can do something. She can report it to the police or she can leave him. It’s up to her.” 

“What if she’s too scared?” I asked, looking from my mother to my father. They looked at each other and Mother said: 

“There’s nothing you or any of us can do.” I wasn’t satisfied with that response. Mrs. Graham put out the call to me, psychically or through body language or however she did it. She was counting on me. I said to my mother: 

“Can you talk to her?” She considered this and looked at my father. Talk about communicating non-verbally. She said: 

“No, Christian. It’s not our business. We don’t know if it’s true, either.” My father added: 

“Mrs. Graham is an adult. If someone is hurting her she can go to the police. This is America and there are laws to protect people from assault.” I looked from one to the other. My disappointment was evident to them. 

“I know you’re concerned about her,” mother said. “I know you like her. Please try to ignore the rumors you hear about her and Mr. Graham. It’s not your responsibility.” I thought it was and, 69	
  

again, they read my expression. “Christian, you can’t approach her about this. You can’t ask her about it or get involved.” Oh yeah? my face must have said because my mother added, firmly, “If you do your father and I will take you out of Mrs. Graham’s class.” Ooooo, that made me mad. 

“Christian,” my father said, “you can’t speak to Mrs. Graham about her husband or her home life. She’s your teacher.” OK, I thought. I was done here. I said: 

“OK,” and prepared to leave the room. Before I could, my mother said: 

“Your father and I admire you for being concerned about your teacher.” Whatever. I wanted to hit them. I smiled insincerely, left the room and went back upstairs. On the way I ran into Sean, who was all about eavesdropping on other people’s heavy conversations. 

Sean gave me a look that said, “pony-stealing.” I nodded briefly but said nothing, and we both went back to bed.  Matthew was still asleep. I lay awake for ninety minutes I spent determining how my classmates and I were going to kidnap our teacher. 

I was disappointed with my parents until I learned, from Mrs. Graham, that my mother had called her at the school to request a parent-teacher conference. She told me this Tuesday morning. “I thought you had one already.” Everyone had a conference in the fall and the spring. 

My mother already had one with her about me. “She wants to talk with me about your skipping a grade,” said Mrs. Graham. Hah! Mother had no such idea on her mind. She was going to talk to her about her husband, or bring it up in some way…do some kind of recon. Hah! They didn’t let me down after all. 

The conference occurred the morning of the last day of class before the Christmas and New Year’s break. Mother drove to school by herself early leaving the rest of us, including me and Sabrina, to walk or bike. She was still there when I arrived, waiting for me outside the classroom. She gestured for me to follow her out the side door and I did, quietly. We remained quiet until we got to the green Volkswagen bus. Then I said, “So, will I be skipping third grade or what?” My mother smirked, but just for a second. Then she got serious and said: 

“I tried, Christian. She wouldn’t say anything.” A beat. “She’s a lovely girl and it’s breaking my heart, but there’s nothing else we can do.” I looked at my mother, hard. Gray curly hair, twenty pounds overweight, about to sit behind the wheel of a Volkswagen bus and thought how lovely she was. We weren’t a huggy family, we Gallaghers, but I raised my arms up toward my mother and she leaned over to embrace me. This was to say thank you and I love you and so that she couldn’t see my lying eyes when I said: 

“I won’t do anything.” 
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When we returned after the winter break I wasted no time in finding Mickey, Cassie, Sabrina and Gail. “Coat room,” I said to each one when we returned from lunch and hadn’t yet started the afternoon. “Mrs. Graham’s in trouble,” I began, and then stopped as I regarded my team. It was news to Mickey and Gail but not to Cassie and Sabrina. I said to the latter two, “How do you know?” Cassie said: 

“My mother,” curiously enough. Sabrina: 

“I just have a feeling,” which meant Mrs. Grimms’ two blond angels figured it out on their own. 

Mickey asked, in a tone that said he didn’t really want to know: 

“What kind of trouble?” I let Cassie explain to him and Gail what her mother told her, which I determined by Sabrina’s expression was what she suspected. Cassie’s mother knew everything, right down to the sexual abuse. Gail began to cry and Sabrina took a step toward her in order to put an arm around her. Mickey was standing next to her, though, and did so first. I thought it was sweet. This big, black gentle boy comforting a girl so tiny I could pick her up with one hand. I hadn’t time to waste enjoying the image, though, not if I wanted to share my plan for Mrs. 

Graham’s rescue before Doohickey found us.  I said: 

“My mother tried speaking to her before Christmas but she wouldn’t talk. She’s putting up with it and I don’t know why. She doesn’t seem the victim type.” The others nodded, also unable to understand. “She’s clearly not going on her own and may wind up like Graham’s second wife. 

Dead.” Gail began to cry again and I said, “I’m sorry.” She shook her head and said: 

“It’s not you, Christian. You’re being honest. Keep going.” She a was brave little girl, that one. I continued: 

“We stole two ponies without anyone knowing,” I had to be honest, “except my brother Sean. 

That, of course, means everyone in Rowaneck also knows.” It did. It was why people loved Sean. He told good stories. “Be that as it may,” I really used that term. I remember it clearly, “it still means he was the only one who saw us. And that’s not a bad thing considering his abilities.” 

I was losing Mickey, so I said, “We kidnapped ponies means we can kidnap Mrs. Graham. For her own good. For her safety.” 

“Her life depends on it,” Cassie confirmed. Everyone nodded. 

“How?” Sabrina asked, me. Everyone looked at me, of course, and I said: 

“We are all going to come in thirty minutes early on Friday, with donuts, and a coffee for her.” 

“My mother’s got plenty of valium,” Cassie said, ahead of me. I gave her a look reminding her who’s show it was and she laughed a bit, and so did I, and then she shut her mouth. 

“When she drinks the coffee Sabrina’s going to look out the window and say she saw the couple who took Maxine and Laverne pull into the school’s parking lot.” This got me four Ooooos of 71	
  

approval. “By the time she gets outside the drugs hit her and we carry her to the road where we have transportation.” Four nods and then Sabrina asked: 

“Who are we getting her to drive her? And where to?” 

“Mickey,” I said, “any of your relatives want to make a hundred bucks?” He thought about it for two seconds and said: 

“I can think of three.” 

“Excellent,” I said. “Cassie, Sabrina, do either of you remember how to get to that farm where you took the ponies?” They both thought about it, looked at each other and said: 

“No.” 

“I didn’t think so. Gail, I need you to tell Mrs. Graham you want to write a nice thank you note to the couple that took the ponies and ask for their address.” She smiled, glad to have a role, I imagined, that didn’t require her to scare her folks into thinking she was dying. “Now we just have to come up with the money.” I didn’t look at anyone, because I didn’t want to put anyone on the spot. None of us had a hundred dollars because we were all in second grade and everything. Mickey’s family didn’t have it. My parents did but I had no access to it and if I got caught stealing from them in some way I would be grounded until middle school. I snuck a peek at Cassie, who was thinking hard and then Sabrina sighed and said: 

“My father leaves money all around. I can get one hundred dollars.” She wasn’t entirely down with it and I said to her: 

“What?” She sighed again and said: 

“I just don’t want him thinking our housekeeper took it. If he misses it.” Cassie said: 

“If he does just confess. Mrs. Graham will be long gone and he’ll be proud of you.” Sabrina considered this and nodded. Mickey asked: 

“Are you sure those old people will take her?” Cassie and Sabrina, who spent an evening with them, agreed they would. The former said: 

“If they don’t ask her to live with them, and they probably will, they’ll find her a place to live.” 

The latter said: 

“I think they’ll ask her to live with them. They just seem that way.” Taking two, sad, underfed ponies from a young woman and two seven year-old girls, strangers they then invited for dinner and a sing-a-long. Oh yeah, they were takin’ her. 

“Hey guys, what are you doing in here?” we all heard Doohickey say. Before I could, Gail shouted: 
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“RUN!” Mickey, Cassie, Sabrina and I scattered while Gail turned her electronic wheelchair around and made right for him. 

“Gail, where are you? What are you…?” I heard Marshall Dooley blubber before she crashed into him. “OOOOWWWW!!!” he shouted, even though he really wasn’t hurt because the chair was padded and our little classmate didn’t have an opportunity to get any real speed going. 

“OOOWWWW!!!” Doohickey kept shouting as Mrs. Graham and the rest of the class, including me, entered the coat room to see what had happened. As whiny little crybaby opened his mouth to say ooowwww a third time Gail snapped: 

“Shut up, Doohickey, or I’ll beat you up.” That made me roar with laughter, more so because he shut his mouth right away and in total fear, like he thought she really would, and could. 



Friday morning I left the house thirty minutes earlier than I normally did, and with all the chaos of getting her children fed and off to school, my mother didn’t even notice. Sabrina was waiting for me outside her house. I didn’t have to ask her if she had the money, ‘cause she patted the front pocket of her dress to indicate it was there. We walked to school in our usual silence. 

Cassie and Mrs. Frankel left their house an hour early so they could stop by Dunkin’ Donuts on the way to school. “It’s Mrs. Graham’s birthday and me, Christian, Sabrina, Gail and Mickey want to have a special breakfast party for her before everyone comes ‘cause we’re her favorites,” 

she told her mother, who thought it was a lovely idea. “Coffee, black and strong,” she told the girl at the counter, “and five juices.” 

We met at the side door. Mickey said, “My cousin Milton’s on Addison Street. I gave him the address and he mapped it out. He needs gas money.” Uh-oh, I forgot about that. 

“We’ll just give him what Mrs. Graham has in her purse,” Sabrina said, recalling her offering the old farm couple what cash she had to take care of the ponies. 

Four of us surrounded Cassie as she dumped the valiums she had crushed into a powder into the coffee. Then we went inside the building and to our classroom. We just busted in on Mrs. 

Graham as she prepared a lesson or whatever and said, loud and altogether, “SURPRISE!” Our teacher was very surprised. She said: 

“Well, good morning and hello. What’s the surprise?” We hadn’t agreed on the nature of the surprise and so I said quickly: 

“We wanted to capture some of the fun we had the day everyone went to the circus, you know, without Doohickey being here to ruin everything.” Mrs. Graham said nothing but smiled hard, in spite of herself. We put the donuts and drinks on Mrs. Graham’s desk and Cassie distributed everything. 
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“This is so nice,” Mrs. Graham said. “Thank you so much for this special breakfast.” What an idiot she was not to know we were up to something. I mean, it didn’t take a psychic to figure out we were not there to eat jelly donuts. I mean, why? Cassie handed her the coffee and she said, 

“Oh, thank you dear. I’ve had my one cup for the day. Any more and I’ll be bouncing off the walls.” I wanted to assure her she wouldn’t be bouncing off the walls after she drank this coffee but I kept my mouth closed. 

“Please, Mrs. Graham,” Cassie said. “We got is especially for you.” Our teacher smiled and said: 

“OK, but just a sip.” Yeah, a sip wouldn’t cut it. She had to drink it all or we would have wasted our time and Sabrina’s father’s stolen cash. I said: 

“You have to drink the entire thing, Mrs. Graham, because Mickey bought it with his own money and he doesn’t have any, living in the unincorporated section of town and everything.” It wasn’t the nicest way to convince her, but desperate times…  

“Yeah,” Mickey said, taking no offense. “I used my allowance, for the whole month, to buy you that. 

“Oh Mickey, that’s so sweet,” Gail said and then cried totally fake tears that made me want to laugh. 

“Oh, Mickey. Thank you. Of course I’ll drink it all.” Mrs. Graham took a big sip and said, 

“Oooooo, it tastes strange.” 

“It’s a special European roast,” Sabrina said, knowing her coffee. 

“Well,” she said. “I love it.” She took another sip, her face indicating she didn’t like it a bit, and added, “I just hope you all will be able to keep up with me today.” I wanted to tell her in a few minutes Gail would be able to keep up with her, without the wheelchair, but again stifled myself. 

We all had our donuts and juice and Mrs. Graham had a donut and the rest of her coffee, which she seemed to dislike less with every sip, or maybe she just got too stoned to care how awful it was. Sabrina went to the window, looked out and said, “Oh, no. Mrs. Graham, that retired couple who took Maxine and Laverne are pulling into the parking lot with their trailer!” Mrs. Graham shot to her feet so fast I thought maybe Cassie had drugged her coffee with baby powder by accident. I was reassured when she lost her balance a bit, though. 

“We need to go out there and stop them from telling on you to the principal!” Sabrina and Cassie took Mrs. Graham’s hands and walked her around her desk, across the classroom and out the door. Mickey and Gail followed them. I found Mrs. Graham’s purse in her desk drawer, dug her wallet out of it and found three twenties, two ones and some change. I put it back in the bag, slung it over my shoulder and caught up to them quickly. We strolled down a hallway toward the door that led to the rear parking lot, across which Mickey’s cousin Milton was parked in a van. 
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Outside Mrs. Graham looked around and slurred, “I don’t see them,” and “I don’t see the trailer.” 

“There it is,” Gail said. “On the street.” Sabrina and Cassie continued to lead our teacher, taking her through the parking lot to Addison Street and the van that would whisk her to safety in Connecticut. 

“I thought they were in the…” parking lot she was too jumbled to finish saying. 

“They’re in that van,” said Mickey. “With the ponies. They’re inside.  Let’s go pet them.” 

“OK,” was the last thing Mrs. Graham said before collapsing backward into Mickey’s waiting arms. He held her under her arms while Sabrina and Cassie lifted her by her feet and I opened the van. The three of them handed her to Milton while I picked up Gail. Milton put our teacher down on a blanket on the floor of the van and then took Gail from me while the others tried to lift her wheelchair. I joined them and the four of us managed to get it off the ground and into the van. It was awkward and we banged it a few times. Oh well. Then the rest of us climbed in. Mickey invited Cassie to sit shotgun and navigate and he, Sabrina and I got comfortable on several of the other blankets his cousin had spread out. 

Milton introduced himself to us and we all said hi and Cassie gave him an extra donut and juice she had gotten. “Thank you very much, Cassie,” he said. I handed him the gas money I took from Mrs. Graham’s wallet and he said, “That’s too much. Twenty should do it.” Yup, 1974, before even the gas crisis. 

Well, Mrs. Graham remained out of it the whole trip, which was a shame because Milton was quite a character and he kept us entertained with anecdotes of his shoplifting, petty theft, burglary and drug use. So entertaining was the trip up 684 or whatever we took into Connecticut just seemed to fly by. Indeed, when he pulled into the old couple’s super long dirt driveway I was almost disappointed. Mickey noticed this and said, “We still have the trip back.” 

“Oh, yeah. We do,” I said, smiling. 

The old couple, and I can’t remember their names or I wouldn’t still be calling them the old couple with the farm, came out of their rather large for two people ranch house to greet the strange van coming up their driveway. Milton waved and stopped in front of the two or three steps that led up to their long shallow front porch. Before they could call the police on this strange black trespasser, Cassie got out of the vehicle and said, “Hi Mr. and Mrs.,” I’ll call them 

“Smith,” because I have no imagination. “Remember me? Cassie Frankel.” They did, and nodded, even more stunned, I think. Sabrina got out of the side door and said: 

“And I’m Sabrina. We came with Maxine and Laverne.” 

“We remember,” said Mr. Smith. Mickey and I got out and I carried Gail to the porch for introductions. After we all said hi Mrs. Smith said: 
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“What brings you back?” Everyone looked at me and I said: 

“OK, without going into any of the details, our teacher, Mrs. Graham, is being mistreated by her husband. She won’t leave him so we drugged her this morning and drove her here.” I thought the old couple would have a heart attack. 

“You remember her,” Cassie said. “Mrs. Graham.” 

“She’s in the van,” said Gail. 

“Oh my God,” said Mrs. Smith, clasping her hands over her mouth. 

“It’s cool,” said Milton. “She’s still all whacked. She’s not going anyplace.” Hah! Not going anyplace! Our hosts walked past us to the van and saw our teacher, sleeping comfortably on the floor of the van. 

“Oh my God, Henry,” she said. 

“Oh…Oh…” he said. I handed Gail to Milton and approached our new friends. 

“Would you mind if she lived here with you, you know, to get her away from that horrible husband?” Mickey joined me and said: 

“He killed his second wife. And he beat up his first one, but she got away.” Sabrina followed Mickey and said: 

“She’s very polite, which you know from before. She won’t be any trouble.” Next was Cassie, who said: 

“Her husband makes her eat food off the floor. On all fours. Like an animal. He also puts things in her.” Mrs. Smith took her husband’s hand. Milton carried Gail over. The Smiths looked from Mrs. Graham to the tiny, sick girl who was being held secure and safe in the strong arms of Milton something-or-other, a ne’er do well who was clearly kind however completely without judgment. 

“Please take her,” said Gail. Mr. and Mrs. Smith looked from her to Milton, scanned the rest of us and shared a quick glance during which they communicated as only those who spent forty years together could. Mr. Smith said: 

“Well, let’s get her out of there and inside.” This thrilled us, though we controlled ourselves, 

‘cause we weren’t done yet. Mr. Smith, Mickey and Milton, who gave Gail to Sabrina, got Mrs. 

Graham out of the van and onto the porch when Mickey said: 

“I’ve got to get her bag.” He went back to the van and said to the rest of us, “Help me find it.” 

We all got in and Mickey started the engine. 
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“What are those kids doing?” said Milton, who handed his half of Mrs. Graham to Mrs. Smith and shot down the three porch stairs, into the car and onto the driver’s seat. We shut all the doors, stuck our heads out the driver’s window and shouted: 

“Thank you,” “Tell Mrs. Graham we love her,” “Drop us a line sometime and tell us how she’s doing,” and “Please come to the fall festival next year. We’ve got the yummiest cake walk!” 

With that Milton turned the van around and floored it back down the driveway so fast he kicked up a dust storm through which we couldn’t see the Smiths’ expressions, which I imagined were very shocked indeed. I handed him Mrs. Graham’s purse and he threw it out the window. 

“Yay!” we all cheered and slapped each other five as Milton pulled back onto the highway. We carried on joyously for a while and then realized, almost at once, that we would never see our beloved teacher again. That made us sad. No, morose. ICK, it was horrible the loss. Milton wasn’t having it and sought to cheer us up by laughing and saying: 

“Did I tell you about the first time I went to the pokie and these guys tried to rape me in the shower?” Yeah, no judgment that one, and that’s coming from me. 



Back in Rowaneck, Milton dropped us off at a supermarket a few blocks away from school. He gave us all hugs and slapped us five and Gail kissed him on his cheek and thanked him for everything. He took off and the five of us strolled, and rolled, back to work. When we arrived we feigned surprise at seeing Mickey’s father and grandmother, Mrs. Frankel, Sabrina’s housekeeper, Gail’s parents and my mother. And Sean, of course, was someplace within earshot. 

Gail’s parents scooped their daughter up to see if she was OK. “I’m fine, we came here early to give Mrs. Graham a special party,” was what she had already told her parents. 

“Mrs. Graham said she wanted fresh milk for her coffee,” Sabrina continued, “so she left to go to the Grand Union,” the grocery store in whose parking lot we had been dropped off. 

“She never came back,” said Mickey with all kinds of concern, “so we went looking for her.” 

“For four hours,” Cassie said, “and we couldn’t find her.” 

“The donuts were really good, though,” I said. “Thank you Mrs. Frankel.” Cassie’s mother was in love with my innocent little face and apparently sincere gratitude. 

“Why, you’re welcome, Christian,” she said, beaming at me. I smiled back, deliberately avoiding my mother’s eyes. 

My mother. Joan Hanson Gallagher, was madder than she had ever been, at least as long as I had been alive. I know this because she didn’t wait to get me into the car or some other private place before saying…no, snarling, “Christian, where is Mrs. Graham?” Still not looking at her, I said, honestly because I didn’t know the address:. 
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“I don’t know.” 

“Christian,” my mother said slower and in a tone so menacing the other adults recoiled. “Where. 

Is. Mrs. Graham?” 

I was scared, for sure. It was my mother, after all, and no more formidable woman ever lived, ever. Still, I wasn’t giving up Mrs. Graham. Not even for her. Our teacher, my teacher, the lovely, kind, courageous woman I loved was in danger and was being hurt while she lived in Rowaneck and with her husband, and for all my mother, my parents’ strength and resources, she remained with that violent, cruel bastard. Nope, I wasn’t saying anything, that is, until my mother opened her mouth to ask me a third and last time. Before she could say my name again I took the deepest breath I could, looked right into her beautiful eyes and said, in a tone not menacing, but maniacal: 

“SAFE! SHE’S SAFE!!” I looked from my stunned mother to the other adults and added, 

“SHE’S SAAAAFFFEEE!!!” Under any other circumstances I would have gotten smacked or strangled for speaking to my mother that way. I didn’t that day, because my mother and the rest of the adults, including the principal, school counselor and a handful of teachers who were in earshot of my angry exclamation said nothing. 

My mother had never been speechless before, and never after, either. It was kind of alarming but not scary because she was no longer angry. It was hard to read her expression because she buried whatever she was feeling, at least as long as she was among the other adults. I didn’t look at any of them because, really, my mother was the only one I cared about, the only person I didn’t want to lie to or betray. I said to her, softly, “Can we go home?” She nodded and looked briefly at Gail’s parents, Mickey’s dad, Mrs. Frankel and Mrs. Silver, her expression still unreadable. I saw theirs, though, and without going on about it they looked at my mother with admiration for having raised so badass a boy. 

When we got into the Volkswagen and shut the doors I said to my mother, and the brother I knew was hiding under the rear bench, “Mrs. Graham is with Mr. and Mrs. Henry Smith. 

They’re a retired couple who live in Connecticut and have horses and some other animals. She’s safe and I think they’ll let her stay if she wants, ‘cause they’re nice and they took Maxine and Laverne.” My mother didn’t know the who Maxine and Laverne were, so Sean said: 

“The ponies from the fall festival Christian and his friends also rescued.” My mother looked at me and began crying. She patted her lap and I climbed into it. Then she put her arms around me and held and kissed me, and cried some more. 

The following Monday, Mrs. Graham did not come to school. We had a substitute. Mrs. 

Heupper, curiously. In the afternoon she and I found ourselves alone in the same corner of the classroom. She took the opportunity to say, “For someone who doesn’t like playing with balls, you sure got a pair.” I said nothing, because while I appreciated the compliment, the fact is I got 78	
  

busted, and my plan had been full of holes. We should not have gone with Milton and Mrs. 

Graham to Connecticut. We should have stayed and played dumb. I couldn’t let her drive, unconscious, with Milton, though, as adorable as he was. You just never know about people, you know? We should have waited, too. At least a month. The rescue was too soon after my conversation with my parents, though they would have figured out my role in it anyway. 

No one did tell his parents or anyone where we left Mrs. Graham because on the highway home we threw the only written record of the address out the window. Cassie said that to her mother, Mrs. Silver and everyone else after my mother and I left the building. No one told anyone about Milton, either. He would have gone right back to jail and gotten raped all over again, though from his description of the first and all subsequent attacks he enjoyed himself quite a bit. Yikes! 

Monday night Mrs. Graham came to our house with her husband. My parents were clearly expecting her and had sent Deirdre, William Jr., Colin, Sean, Thomas and Matthew to Walter’s for hot dogs. I knew something was up because I didn’t go with them. I wasn’t invited to. Indeed, I didn’t know they were gone until they left. 

I was never so devastated in my life, though it had at that time been just a short one, than when my mother told me Mr. and Mrs. Graham were at the door. I wanted to cry, and rage, and beat up Mr. Graham and shake Mrs. Graham and shake my parents and beat the furniture. I did none of it. My father invited Mr. Graham, a tall bald man with pale blue eyes and perfect and perfectly fake white teeth, into our living room with his wife. They sat next to each other on the love seat. 

My mother and father took big, comfortable chairs facing them and my father invited me to sit on his lap, which I did. 

You know what, as sophisticated a little boy as I had been, I didn’t realize until now that my parents didn’t brief me on what to say to our guests, or what not to say. That speaks well for them. They would let me say what was on my mind, if I so wanted. I didn’t. I didn’t trust myself to open my mouth without telling everyone in the room to go to Hell, so I kept it closed. Mrs. 

Graham held her husband’s hand and said: 

“Christian, I appreciate what you and your friends did on Friday. I think it was very brave and sweet of you. I need you to know, though, that I am not in any danger. My husband and I are very happy and love each other very much.” I stared at her, pretending to listen, but in my head I was singing a medley of TV show theme songs, starting with “The Electric Company” and including “The New Zoo Review” and the “See Ya” song that ended every episode of “The Magic Garden.” I had to keep myself from climbing off my father’s lap and launching myself from the coffee table at the smiling blue-eyed miscreant who forced his wife to come home and forced her to say she was safe and they were in love and beat her with a sack of oranges so there would be internal injuries but no apparent bruising on her body. 

Yeah, I got that image that night. Even as Mrs. Graham was defending her husband and assuring me that what I had heard about him and his first two wives was incorrect, she was telling me 79	
  

about the canvas bag of oranges. Following that image I heard her say, “I want you to stay in my class, Christian. I’m very fond of you and I enjoy teaching you. I talked to your parents over the weekend,” no kidding, “and they would like you to remain in my class, too,” and they knew there would be consequences if they transferred me to dull Mrs. Markham’s class. “You need to promise you won’t ever do anything like you did on Friday again.” I said nothing. I wasn’t promising anything. Mrs. Graham knew it and my parents should have. “Do you promise?” I nodded, to her, to my parents and, giving him the sweetest, most wide-eyed light brown haired little angel look, to Mr. Graham, the Devil. 

Everyone thanked each other and engaged in a bit of small talk. Mr. Graham and my parents spoke of growing up in the unincorporated section of Rowaneck in the first half of the century. 

He was very charming, of course. He was a businessman and knew how to press the flesh, etc. 

They knew the same people and shared similar experiences growing up in the twenties and thirties. I interrupted them, saying, “Can I go?” My parents said I could and asked me to shake Mrs. Graham’s hand and Mr. Graham’s hand and I did. I shook evil Mr. Graham’s evil hand, regarding him with the same angelic expression. He smiled at me and returned his own happy face. Neither of us were buyin’ the other. It should have been obvious. My parents were in denial, which they never are. I don’t know what they expected from me. Maybe they hadn’t figured me out yet. I don’t know and they’re not around for me to ask. They should have known. 

They should have known someone who had gone to the lengths I had would not have just given up. Did they not realize I was their kid, and had their combined moxie? 

I shook Mr. Graham’s hand and even said, “I’m sorry for thinking bad things about you, sir. I’m sorry for kidnapping your wife. I know better now.” 

“Thank you, Christian. You’re a fine young man and I’m grateful for you for caring so much about my wife.” 

I left the room, went upstairs to the third floor bathroom so no one could hear me, and threw up. 

The Grahams stuck around for thirty more minutes during which my father made drinks for him and Mr. Graham and my mother showed Mrs. Graham the paintings Thomas had so far made that were hanging on the walls in the living room, foyer and dining room. I stayed on the third floor so I wouldn’t have to hear any of this. Sean told me all about it after they left, though, because he hid in the small closet under the front stairs instead of going with our other siblings to Walter’s. 

“You didn’t believe any of that,” Sean told me. 

“No, I didn’t,” I assured him. 

“You bought her a respite,” he said. “That’s gotta count for something.” 

“Not enough.” 
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Deirdre brought me back a hot dog, French fries and a soda. I thanked her but didn’t eat them. I just went to bed. 

Mrs. Graham was back in school the next day. My kidnapping pals and I were depressed and didn’t talk much, to her, each other or anyone. We were the same for the rest of the week. I was as depressed at home as I was in school, though I tried to hide it. I had failed and everyone else had, too. I didn’t know what to do next. I didn’t know if I should do anything or just give up. 

What more could I do? My imagination was fierce but my resources were limited. Mickey, Gail, Cassie and Sabrina appeared as defeated as I was. What could I ask of them? What? We had kidnapped her and dropped her in a safe place from which she could have started a new life. She could have. She was safely out of town. She could have established a new identity and gotten a job. She was young and smart. Would her husband have busted her father? And would her father’s going to jail have been so much worse than what she was enduring? She was safe from both men. She was safe. Was. 

I was done. I would have to get over Mrs. Graham and move on. I even thought of transferring to Mrs. Markham’s class, just so I wouldn’t be reminded of how everything had failed. I was in such a state. Truly. I felt useless and ruined. 

Then, on Saturday morning, Deirdre told all of us she and Sheila Haigney were going to see 

“Murder on the Orient Express” at the Rowaneck Playhouse and who wants to come. 
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Chatper 7: 

Winter Key PSA 

The third season episode I wrote where Honey Bunches of Oats, who by the way has inspired a line of plush dolls, busts up the dog fighting ring led me to suggest to Bentley a print ad featuring the cast similar to the one we did years ago with, ouch, Ben and Reid Maitland. That one had discouraged people from attending circuses that feature animals. The “Winter Key” one would educate people about pit bulls. "You all advertise in the trades and elsewhere. 'For your consideration' for Emmys and all that. You buy advertorials in 'TV Guide' and 'Entertainment Weekly.' Why don't you do one that features the cast all holding pit bulls?" 

"How come?" asked my friend, not snarky, just curious. I mentioned the vampire dog fighting episode and continued: 

"'LLDR's' not broadcasting and I want to continue bringing awareness to the issue. 'Winter Key' 

has a tons bigger audience. The potential to reach people with a no-dog-fighting, pro-pit, spay/neuter message is enormous. We shoot it and run it in 'Variety' and elsewhere a couple of weeks before the Honey Bunches of Oats episode airs." 

"Let me think about it," said Bentley, and we said goodbye. Three days later he called me to say, 

"I agree it's a great opportunity for the show, the cast, PR, etc." What he didn't say, but what I figured, was that he would have done it just to make me happy. He never hesitated to attribute the cult-like success of "Winter Key" to me: at cocktail parties, in interviews, in mass e-mails and to me directly. Bentley would have agreed to shoot an ad of the cast picking their noses if I suggested it. "Whom do you want to include?" he asked. 

"Everyone," I said. 

"Then let me call Barbara and ask her if she and her husband would appear." Oooo, good idea I thought. "If we're going to ask her to do a guest spot this season, we should include her in this. 

And if her husband agrees, to make her happy, we can reach all his fans, too." 

Barbara and her husband agreed happily, not the least because they have a female red-nosed pit named Mercedes who had been used as a bait dog. Her teeth were filed down so she couldn't defend herself when attacked by the dogs that were actually the fighters. Further, she had litter after litter of puppies that were given as chew toys, and I'm not kidding, to dogs as rewards for fighting well. 

Oh yeah, they were in. 

There was a problem, though, with their schedule. Theirs and a lot of people's, including the twins'. Long story short, we could take the picture right away and include these cast members or wait until the shooting season got underway and include those cast members or wait until right before the episode aired and include a third set of cast members. Bottom line, we couldn't have everyone. Joseph, Isobel, Randall, Garrett and others were available 24/7. Veronica was doing a 82	
  

play in New York City and wasn't immediately available. Barbara and her husband were available right away but he had his athletic career in whatever sport it was and couldn't guarantee he could do the shoot later. Hal and Karen would be touring with their post-third divorce "Love's Labor" off and on throughout the year. Their characters were featured less and less, even as Isobel's was featured more and more. It was fine with them as that meant they could do LL in Seattle one week, shoot scenes that would appear in more than one episode the next, do an LL 

weekend in Montana, attend a "Winter Key" convention in New Orleans the following weekend and then run LL in Boston the next two weeks. Yeah, Karen and Hal had the least chance of appearing in the ad, though they suggested photo-shopping their images in. I didn't like that as, technology notwithstanding, it seemed cheap. 

Then there were Jacob and Joshua. Their participation was essential as the dog fighting episode that inspired the ad was also the one where they fed from and seduced Evan and Randall. Their travel schedule was nearly as full as Hal and Karen's and it included places like Greenland and the South Pole. "Why?" I asked when they called from a beach in Costa Rica to tell me they couldn't wait to shoot the vampire seduction episode. 

"We spent four years in the Florida heat," said Jacob. 

"We want to hit someplace cold," Joshua added. 

So tight was their fall tour of the coldest places on earth, I determined that if the vamp seduction/dog fighting episode was going to be in season three it would have to be shot right away. "How soon can you get here?" I asked them. 

"A couple of days," Jacob said. As I hung up the phone I said, out loud: 

"Fuck you Karen, Hal and Veronica." 

Though featured as infrequently as Karen and Hal, Lettie was also still regarded as a regular cast member. As such, and because she had nothing else going on, Bentley asked her to be in the ad. 

She agreed but after hesitating. "What's that all about?" I asked my friend. 

"She said she's always been afraid of dogs, especially pits. Her family actually owned and fought them in rural California when she was a girl." 

"Wow," I said, and immediately saw an opportunity for her to speak directly of her experience. 

"She's going to do it, but she's terrified, Christian." 

"It'll be a good thing," I said. "It'll help her come to terms with it. I hope." Bentley also thought it would. 

As it happened, Grayson Abel and his girlfriend Blinka were also available. An e-mail to Bentley and they were in, too. 
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Mort found out about the ad and Barbara’s being in it. He sent me an e-mail saying he thought the cause was a good one but that he would have nothing to do with it or me or Bentley or anything. I deleted it without a response or even forwarding it to anyone. 



The photo would be shot the third weekend in July, on the outdoor set of The Breaks. Barbara and her husband reported for duty early that Saturday morning with Mercedes, who was a very happy, affectionate girl. It broke my heart to see her filed canines, but she seemed to suffer no long-term mental damage from having been used so badly. 

Also bringing their own dog were Grayson and Blinka. You see, though she traveled a lot for acting and modeling jobs, she had made Orlando, and our second house, her home. Their dog, of course, was Poncho, the surviving dog of the litter Gray and I had nursed overnight the year before. 

Jacob and Joshua brought Hildie, the dog whom they had fostered, along with her newborn puppies, after our first visit to Lady Lake. They also had one of the aforementioned Honey Bunches of Oats plushes. 

The rest of us visited a South Florida rescue that had pits and chose ones with whom we wanted to pose. Cassie Frankel found an old boy that had been abandoned by a family when he began having expensive age-related health problems (“Fuckers,” is how she referred to them). Bettina chose a black one, Randall, a three-legged mostly white boy with a black spot over one eye that made him look like Petey from “The Little Rascals.” He asked the rescue operator how he lost his leg and she said, “You don’t want to know.” He agreed he didn’t. Garrett chose a big, ferocious-looking boy who, like Knucklehead, the dog Kevin had stolen from the Jeffcoats in Lady Lake, had his mouth torn off in such a way as to look like he was always snarling. Unlike Knucklehead, who was aggressive to other dogs, Garrett’s was very playful and gentle. I chose a brother and sister, blue pits whose names were Dump Truck and Baba Yaga. They were 

beautiful, and rambunctious. Recently rescued, they had no training or socialization. They were affectionate, though, and wanted nothing more than to lick my face and hands and any exposed skin and to gnaw on my fingers. It was a hassle but fun to watch and, OK, receive. 

The rest of the cast volunteered to take a litter of mostly brindle puppies who were between six and eight weeks old. Evan held two and Joseph held two and Isobel held one and Lettie, whose fear of pits disappeared almost instantly, held one. Then, because there was one left and Lettie didn’t want her to be left out of the pic her siblings were going to be in, she held two, too. 

A photographer whom Bentley had worked with for years, and whose name I’m embarrassed to have forgotten, began arranging us on three levels. Initially I was seated front and center with Dump Truck and Baba Yaga. They were too much for me to control alone, which was something I had counted on. “Bentley,” I said as the siblings licked the makeup off my face, “I need you to 84	
  

help me.” He took Dump Truck’s leash, ‘cause all the dogs, even the puppies, were on leashes, and handed him to a P.A. “No Bentley,” I said. “He needs to be in the picture, and so do you.” 

“No, Christian,” he replied, realizing why I had chosen the unruly pair. I looked at the rest of the cast and crew and nodded, signaling them to join me in encouraging our more-handsome-than-anyone-on-the-planet producer to join the pic. He reluctantly…very reluctantly, agreed, and only because he would have done anything for me. I know that because he said to everyone, “I’m going to be in this picture but only because I would do anything for Christian.” 

Standing, from left to right, were Joseph, holding two pit puppies, me holding Baba Yaga because it was the only way to keep her steady, Bentley, holding Dump Truck because it was the only way to keep him steady; and Garrett holding the Knucklehead look-a-like, ‘cause it was the only way to keep him steady. Seated, from left to right, was Barbara’s husband, on whose lap sat Barbara, on whose lap sat Mercedes. Next to them was Jacob, holding Hildie, Isobel, holding her puppy in her lap and Joshua holding a Honey Bunches of Oats stuffed animal. Next to him was Grayson, on whose lap sat Blinka, on whose lap sat Poncho. Seated or kneeling on the floor of The Breaks’ deck, left to right, were Randall, who held his three-legged friend in a way that made it clear he had three legs. “I want to encourage the adoption of disabled dogs,” he said, and adopted him as soon as we wrapped. Next to them were Evan, with two puppies, and Lettie, with two puppies. The photographer had asked Lettie to sit on a chair because she was older and everything but she refused and plopped down with her puppies next to Evan with his and they watched the four of them climb over their legs and tumble around. Next to Lettie was Bettina and her black dog whose coat was so shiny and sleek someone said he was part mink. Next to them was Cassie and the old boy who laid comfortably across her outstretched legs. 

The photographer made no attempt to make the dogs look at the camera, and I admire him for knowing enough about them not to try. Instead, he just took picture after picture after picture, knowing that one of them would be the one. It was enough that all the actors, and Bentley, looked at the camera and smiled, but that wasn’t even necessary so long as our faces weren’t blocked by the babies with whom we had chosen to pose. 

We shot for an hour during which the photographer took shots of all of us, and then took his camera off its tripod and explored close-up opportunities. Among them were one of Joseph’s puppies urinating on his shirt, Dump Truck and Baba Yaga tag-team licking me and Bentley, Bettina pretending to fall asleep on her dog’s shiny, soft coat, and Evan and Lettie howling as they watched the puppy wrestle-mania going on between them. During the break, he shot Garrett baring his teeth at the Knucklehead look-a-like, Mercedes and Poncho having a doggie makeout session while their parents also did, the old pit licking a rawhide Cassie held in her mouth, the Honey Bunches of Oats plush biting into Jacob’s and then Joshua’s neck, and Randall walking his three-legged new best friend. 

Holding her puppy, Isobel followed the photographer around as he found opportunities for 85	
  

individual shots, and she laughed and laughed and laughed. I approached her as she watched Randall walk the dog he would later name Dazzle and said, “I’ve seen that look before, and I think Randall’s going to take that fella home.” Isobel looked from Dazzle to the puppy she held in her arms and said: 

“I had a dog once. With my first husand. He made me get rid of her and I never regretted anything more in my life.” She tried to say it matter-of-factly, but I nevertheless heard profound sadness. 

“So why don’t you get one now?” I asked, matter-of-factly. 

“At my age?” She said, indicated the puppy and continued, “I wouldn’t be around long enough to take care of this one.” 

“Maybe. Maybe not.” 

“And she would get so big. Too big for me.” 

“So get a small one. An older one. There’s one out there for you, Isobel.” She looked from her puppy to me and then around at all the activity and said: 

“Will you help me find her?” 

“It would be a pleasure,” I said. 

We had our makeup touched up or, as with me and Bentley, completely reapplied, and regrouped for some additional long shots. We started early but were done by three-thirty, which was nice because it gave me the rest of the day to spend with Matthew, Rosalie, Chris and John. 

Yeah, my brother and his family were at the shoot. They stood a significant distance away from us so as not to distract the dogs or the photographer. I had planned to invite them to Orlando later in the year so the boys could be distracted by the theme parks and everything. July was kind of soon, I thought, but when I heard from someone that they were fans of Barbara’s husband I thought their having the opportunity to meet him was too good. 

The shoot was underway by the time Matthew, his wife and sons arrived at the outdoor set. They had flown in the afternoon before and Bentley and I met them for dinner. Chris and John went on and on about Barbara’s husband, whose real name I have finally found the energy to recall. Ross Blanco played professional basketball and minor league baseball and was happily married to former model and sometime actress Barbara Jennings, and they had a canine daughter named Mercedes. 

My brother and sister-in-law kept their boys under control for the first half of the shoot. During the break, after Mercedes and Poncho’s makeout session had been photographed, Matthew called me from across the lot and asked if he could approach us and introduce his family to Ross and 86	
  

everyone else. I told him I would bring Ross to them, so the photographer could continue getting candid shots. He, Barbara and Mercedes were as lovely as any two people and dog could be as I led them to meet my family. “How are they doing?” Barbara asked, taking my arm as her husband held Mercedes’ leash. 

“I don’t know,” I said,honestly. “I call Matthew often. I always did. He tells me stuff sometimes or just asks me what’s going on in my life. I just let him say what he wants and offer what information he wants.” She squeezed my arm and said: 

“My mother’s sister took her life. I was six. I did my best to comfort her. I made her things and sang her songs. I did extra chores around the house and cooked meals, or tried to. Finally she called me into the living room and took me into her arms on the couch and said, ‘I love you and everything you’re doing to make me happy again. But the only thing you need to do is be here with me.’” I slowed down enough to take a long look at Barbara Jennings, that is the actress who plays her, and said: 

“That is a lovely thing.” 

My nephews stood awestruck as Ross Blanco approached and stood in front of them. Indeed, I don’t think they even heard me introduce him, his wife and dog to their parents and then them. 

Finally, Ross held his hands out, palms up, and said, “Slap me five,” indicating his age. Though they weren’t alive in the seventies, they figured out what slap me five meant and each slapped his hands. 

“Boys,” Rosalie said, “Give Mr. Blanco and his wife a proper hello now.” Chris and John said, simultaneously: 

“Hello Mr. and Mrs. Blanco.” 

“Hello Chris. Hello John. I’m glad to meet you,” said Barbara. Her husband said: 

“Why don’t you fellas call me Ross.” 

“OK…Ross,” said John. 

“And you can continue to call his wife Mrs. Blanco,” Matthew said, playfully. Ross said: 

“What are you folks doing for dinner tonight? The girls and I were going to go back to the hotel and order room service. Maybe watch a movie. We’d be glad for you to come with us.” I thought Chris and John would explode they were so excited. 

“That’s very kind of you,” said Matthew. “We’d be glad to.” 

“Can we watch your highlight DVD?” Chris asked. 

“I don’t have it with me, partner.” 
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“We do,” John said. “In the car. Two copies, and one for my friend Lenny Bouchard. Would you sign them all?” 

“I’ll sign anything you want,” Ross said, and then Bentley approached us. He knew Matthew from…something, but he had never met Rosalie or their sons. 

“Excuse me,” he said. “We need to get some more long shots.” Ross, Barbara and Mercedes excused themselves and returned to the deck while I introduced Bentley to my sister-in-law and nephews. The boys were clearly not as impressed with Bentley Howard, no matter his good looks, young career success and fat bank account. Still, they shook his hand firmly and said, simultaneously, “Hello Mr. Howard.” We excused ourselves and returned to the deck. On our way I said: 

“Thanks for them.” Very softly, Bentley said: 

“Anything for you. And them.” 

“We’re joining Ross in his suite for dinner tonight. We’re going to watch a DVD of his best plays or baskets or whatever.” This made Bentley laugh. I said, “I’ll enjoy watching it through their eyes.” 

We spent another hour or more taking group shots, holding ourselves and our dogs/puppies different ways. When he was satisfied and we were exhausted the photographer said, “It’s a wrap,” but before anyone could move Ross said: 

“Nobody move.” We all looked at him and figured out even before he said another word what he was going to suggest, which was that Matthew and his family join us for a couple of additional shots. I put down Dump Truck, or Baba Yaga, called my brother and said: 

“Come quickly if you want to be in the picture,” and I’ve never seen two boys run faster. Evan and Lettie made room for them between them and offered them puppies. Joseph waved for Rosalie to stand next to him and hold one of his puppies. Bentley handed Dump Truck to Matthew and attempted to leave the shot. Garrett and Knucklehead Jr. stood in his way, baring their teeth, and the camera-shy former actor and former model stayed. 

We were tired. Everyone was tired and the dogs were fussy, but everyone rallied for the ten minutes it took the photographer to get a shot of the larger group that pleased him. He hit it when he said, “OK, everyone, look at Christian’s nephews.” Everyone watched them play with the puppies and smiled at the image of the young teenagers whose brother took his life two months before. 

The picture taking over, the rescue coordinator and a volunteer took back all the loaned dogs but Dazzle, whom they would have had to pry out of Randall’s cold, dead hands. They drove away with them and a check from Bentley Howard Productions that was so big they burst into tears. I 88	
  

introduced my brother and his family to all of the actors and thanked the photographer for his patience. “I’m glad to do it, Christian,” he said, and I’m so sick that I can’t remember that kind man’s name. Garrett, Grayson, Blinka and Poncho went back to one of the condos. Joseph, Isobel, Bettina and Lettie went to dinner and then to a club where Cassie had arranged a singing gig. Evan went back to another condo with Randall and Dazzle. While neither was gay, they had become pals and they both enjoyed getting lit. They enjoyed laying their fans, too, and did so that night, I later found out. 

The Kelly twins also got laid, and we and the rest of the world all know it was to each other. 

Back at the Blancos’ presidential hotel suite, Matthew, his sons and Ross sat on a gigantic couch and watched the “Best of Ross Blanco” DVD. John, who held the remote control, kept stopping it to ask Ross questions and rewound it several times to see plays and layups or whatever again. 

At an enormous dining room table behind them Barbara, Rosalie, Mercedes and I visited over a light dinner. After the menfolk finished the sixty-minute DVD that took twice as long to watch, they had pizza and sodas. When they were finished Matthew suggested returning to their own hotel. Ross shook his head and said, “I was hoping we could all have a slumber party here.” I thought I would cry for his kindness. “It’s the gosh darn presidential suite, you know. One phone call and they’ll lay out bedding for an army.” One phone call, from Barbara, and the housekeeping staff did. 

At midnight Bentley called me, which was totally unlike him because he knew I went to bed early. He said, “Where are you and your family?” I explained about the slumber party and he said, “That’s good. That’s great. I’ll be over in the morning. Good night.” It was odd. Bentley was never odd. I looked forward to his explanation. 

I woke up early the next morning and waited for the others, and Bentley, over a pot of coffee and the “Miami Herald.” As I finished off my third cup the others woke up, almost at once. Barbara had a breakfast spread sent up and Bentley arrived with room service. He brought with him a very large flat package. I knew immediately what it was and nearly kissed him for his thoughtfulness. The boys opened it, revealing a framed poster of the image of the cast of “Winter Key” holding doggies and watching my nephews laugh as they watched puppy smackdown. 

Even nicer was that everyone, including Bentley but not Ross or Barbara, yet, signed it. “I had a heck of a time finding that club Cassie’s performing at. Of course that wasn’t as bad as…” he stopped before describing how awkward it was interrupting Randall and Evan as they tag-teamed some anxious groupies. Later, I asked him about interrupting our friends Jacob and Joshua and he said, “I’ve long since gotten over that odd couple!” 

Bentley joined us for breakfast during which Ross and Barbara signed the poster and Ross signed the three copies of his DVD for my nephews and their friend. After that we got dressed and said our goodbyes. The boys were so happy and so was Matthew. Rosalie was, too, though when she offered her hand and Ross and Barbara drew her into a hug she burst into tears. Matthew led his 89	
  

sons away as Rosalie apologized and tried to control herself. “I’m sorry,” she said several times as Barbara held her hand. “I keep thinking someone is missing.” After a few silent beats Ross said: 

“I would have liked to meet Billy.” My sister-in-law smiled and said: 

“And he would have liked to meet you, too, Ross.” Determining we needed some humor, I said: 

“No, he would have liked meeting you, Barbara, and seeing Cassie’s show,” and then added, indicating Bentley, “and watching him shower.” At once, Bentley, Barbara, Ross and Rosalie burst out laughing, causing Matthew, Chris and John to come back into the room and ask, simultaneously: 

“What?” 

“Nothing,” I said, through laughter. “Nothing.” 
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Chapter 9: 

The Movie 


“Murder on the Orient Express” is a movie based on an Agatha Christie whodunit. It opens with the 1930s kidnapping and murder of Daisy Armstrong, the baby of the wealthy and famous Armstrongs of…I don’t know. Newport? Southampton? It was inspired by the death of the Lindberg baby. 

In the movie, a gangster played by Richard Widmark was behind the kidnapping and murder, the result of which was the subsequent death of the baby’s pregnant mother and sibling in childbirth, the suicide of the father and the suicide of one of the Armstrong’s maids, who was briefly a suspect in the crime. 

The movie takes place on a train, which is stuck in the snow in some European country. I forget its destination…the Orient I guess.  Richard Widmark’s a passenger. He has with him a valet, played by John Gielgud, and a secretary, played by Anthony Perkins. Other passengers are played by Lauren Bacall, Michael York, Jacqueline Bisset, Wendy Hiller, Ingrid Bergman, Sean Connery, Vanessa Redgrave and some lesser known actors. Oh, and then there’s Albert Finney, as Christie’s famous Belgian sleuth, Hercule Poirot. 

Long story short, Widmark’s character is stabbed, twelve times, to death while the train is snowbound. Poirot interviews all the passengers and discovers that each is using a false name and they are, in reality, all related in some way to the Armstrong family. Lauren Bacall’s character is Daisy Armstrong’s grandmother. Jacqueline Bisset is her daughter and the baby’s aunt. Vanessa Redgrave and Ingrid Bergman worked for the family. Sean Connery was a friend of the father, Wendy Hiller was the mother’s godmother, etc. 

In the final act of the movie, Poirot gathers all the passengers in one of the train’s cars and advises them that he has discovered how they are all related to the Armstrongs and each other, and how they all participated in the murder. Anthony Perkins’ character drugged Widmark. 

Then, during the night, the twelve conspirators entered his compartment and stabbed him one by one. 

The movie ends with Poirot telling the twelve murderers he will keep what they have done to himself. He withdraws to his compartment and the others enjoy a glass of champagne to celebrate the success of their grim plan. 

It’s a great story and a great movie, directed perfectly by Martin Ritt and acted perfectly by the stellar cast. Albert Finney was the best. His Hercule Poirot was spot on. He nailed every line, facial expression and gesture. And he looked more like the famous fictional detective than any other actor who has played him. His performance was a tour de force. Truly. 

The cinematography, art direction, music, costumes and every other element of the film were also perfect. It was amazing. Flawless and enormously enjoyable. I thought so and so did 91	
  

Deirdre, Colin, Sean and Thomas and Sheila Haigney. William Jr. didn’t go with us. Our parents were doing something that day and he and Deirdre thought Matthew, then five, was too young to see it, so he stayed home with him. 

Yup, “Orient Express” wasn’t appropriate for a five year-old, according to my siblings and me. 

Seven was fine, though, 

I saw the movie with my siblings and Sheila that day and I went to every Saturday matinee, with some combination of siblings, including William Jr. and, ultimately, Matthew, for the next six weeks. 

It occurred to me the first time I saw the film to arrange for Sabrina, Cassie, Mickey, Gail and maybe Doohickey to take out Mr. Graham the same way the characters in the movie took out Richard Widmark. Drug him, or at least approach him while he was asleep, and stab him one by one. It would have been nice to recruit twelve classmates, or my posse and my siblings, but I didn’t trust the rest of the class and I was certain my brothers and sisters would discourage me. 

Yeah, I would have to be satisfied with six. We could each stab him twice and that would make twelve and there you have it. 

The Monday after I saw the movie for the fourth time I approached my team and said to each one, “Coat room.” Without exception, they each perked up, knowing I had another plan to help Mrs. Graham. When they were assembled, and Sabrina, Cassie, Mickey and Gail got over their shock at my having included Doohickey, I said, “We’re going to kill Mr. Graham.” Doohickey said: 

“I’m in,” right away, ‘cause he was so glad to be one of the gang again. Mickey was also on board. Gail thought about it for ten seconds and then agreed. Cassie and Sabrina said: 

“No.” To their credit, the two dissenters listened to my carefully rehearsed argument that included, in detail, the plot of the movie that inspired my plan. Still, they said no. 

“Christian, I want to, but we’re kids,” Cassie said. “We can’t kill Mr. Graham.” I expected Sabrina to say no, because she was the most level-headed of us. I didn’t think Cassie would, though. I knew Doohickey would do it, and Mickey. I was unsure about Gail but thought she would because she was going to die soon anyhow and didn’t have a lot to lose. I know, it’s heartless, but it’s what I thought. 

Gail and Mickey tried to persuade Cassie to our side. Doohickey tried to assist their effort, but every time he opened his mouth I raised my hand to slap it shut, saying, “We’re trying to convince her, not further discourage her, Doohickey.” None of us tried to convince Sabrina. She was a long shot, I knew. Had she been the sole holdout we all might have changed her mind, but without Cassie, Sabrina was completely lost. “OK,” I said to the two of them. “I understand.” I was disappointed but I did understand. I looked at Mickey, Gail and Doohickey and came very 92	
  

close to telling Doohickey that since Cassie and Sabrina weren’t doing it, and we therefore wouldn’t have six of us, there was no more reason to include him, that Mickey, Gail and I could each stab Mr. Graham four times, bringing the total wounds to the required twelve, and he could take a flying leap. I didn’t, though, ‘cause I figured he would get all mad and say, “You all hate me!” and tell on us and then I would have to kill him, too. I figured over the next couple of weeks I would tell him I changed my mind, that it was too dangerous, and we wouldn’t kill Mr. 

Graham after all. And then Mickey, Gail and I would. 

I didn’t get a chance to discourage Doohickey in this way, however, because the last Monday in February, Mrs. Graham came into class with a facial bruise she thought was less noticeable than it was, a bruise she thought she had successfully covered up with foundation. I told the class, with a look, that no one was to mention the mark or in any way acknowledge seeing it. Everyone obeyed me but Doohickey, who still held out until two p.m. No longer able to resist, he said, 

“Mrs. Graham, did your husband give you a black eye?” We all sat looking at her, breathless, our hearts collectively stopping as we waited for her response. Our teacher said nothing. Instead she burst into tears and booked across the room to the coat room. I looked at Cassie and Sabrina. 

Cassie nodded but Sabrina did not. 

I was up to five and was confident I would make it to six. It was important to include Sabrina. 

For some reason I needed her. She was calm and confident. She was soft spoken. She kept a low profile.  I needed her steady energy to pull off Mr. Graham’s murder. I had Cassie. I needed her, too. Her strength and spirit, and I had her. I needed Sabrina and thought if I could just... 

I went to the classroom window and said, “Oh my God, there’s Mr. Graham. Someone warn Mrs. Graham.” Mickey, Gail, Cassie and Sabrina knew I was lying, which was fine, because the point was to demonstrate the increasing dread and danger in which Mrs. Graham lived. 

Doohickey and two or three other students ran into the coatroom to tell her what I said, and we heard a thump. 

Mrs. Graham had fainted. The idea that her husband had come to school to see her, or get her, was too much for her and she fainted. 

I felt bad for having set her up like that, but I needed to convince Sabrina. I looked at Mickey, who understood and forgave me. Ditto Gail and Cassie. Then I looked at Sabrina, who looked back at me. She was very angry, and remained so even as she nodded her head, slightly, once. 

Now I just had to pick a date. 
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Chapter 10:  Atlanta 

Superior Bodies, the brand as owned by William Bishop, began to do better after, are you sitting down? Crawford Welch was put in charge of, well, everything. The man Jacob, Joshua, Honey Bunches of Oats and, OK, primarily I had been rude to so badly three years before was actually a very smart businessman when not apologizing for the poor choices Hassler, the clubs’ former owner, had made. I continued to resent him for suggesting I bring the Kelly twins on the Superior Bodies 2008 summer tour in order to cash in on the notoriety we all had earned after Abigail Adams’ murder but, really, that was just good business. 

The fucker. 

So well did SB Enterprises do, in spite of the poor economy, that it was able to open another club, in Atlanta. More specifically, it was able to buy out an existing club that was doing poorly. 

Hassler hadn’t opened a Superior Bodies in that city because there already was a gay gym and bathhouse, called…something. Like many businesses, it struggled through the Great Recession, and nearly made it. Ultimately it was forced to shut down or sell. Its owners, a handful of gay businessmen in San Diego, approached SB Enterprises about buying it. “The staff will have no jobs and no job prospects,” one of them said to Welch, who wasn’t interested in that. He was interested in numbers, and the numbers told him to buy. 

I don’t remember what weekend in the summer of 2011 the opening of Superior Bodies Atlanta was. That summer was so busy. Among the things I had to do, besides looking after Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, writing “Winter Key” scripts and taking occasional shifts at Superior Bodies Orlando, was write a script for Dick Solmes, former Stable Boy and current friend to me and the foster children in the Florida district that included his home in Belleview. He and his wife Millie had hosted a bunch of foster kids at their home one day during which we shot an episode of Garrett Abel’s reality show. It was great fun and a big hit, so much so that social services asked the Solmes if they would do it again, and with greater frequency. They agreed and wound up hosting groups of foster children for what they called “Grand Weekends,” and grand they were. 

They included all the activities featured on the “Stable Boy” episode: swimming in their fantastic pool, “sledding” down their gigantic front stairs on a mattress, having a fashion show of donated clothing and doing “The Hustle.” The thing was, they did it over a two or three-day weekend during which the kids would have a big slumber party in their mansion’s ballroom or in sleeping bags on their back lawn. Regardless of where they slept, Solmes, or more specifically his chauffer and right hand man Louis, built a campfire around which the kids would roast marshmallows and tell ghost stories. 

The large number of foster kids in his and neighboring districts, and the Solmes’ big hearts, led them to suggest quarterly Grand Weekends, in order to accommodate everyone. One occurred during July Fourth weekend that summer and was very successful and included the fashion show and sledding and everything. The following Tuesday, Solmes called me to say the next one, 94	
  

which would be in October, would be attended by a group in their teens. Among them would be Bobby, the fella who screamed every derivation of the word “fabulous” at the first fashion show, Adrienne, the girl who was terrified about walking the runway and had to be chanted into it, Kip, the homo-in-training who was so thrilled at having women’s clothes, and really good ones, to wear, and Evan, the boy in the wheelchair who did everything the others did, including “The Hustle.” “I want to do something special for them, Christian,” Solmes told me. “I was thinking about making a movie. A short one. Homemade.” I thought it was a great idea and said so. 

“How about a slasher film since you’re going to do it in October?” I asked. 

“That’s great,” he said. 

“You can have all the kids camping and they get lost and wind up discovering this gigantic haunted house. They explore it and get picked off one by one.” 

“Hmmm,” Solmes said, considering the violence. “Some of these kids have been beaten pretty badly by parents and other adults.” 

“I understand,” I said, “but this can be so over-the-top…” Solmes considered this but didn’t agree until I added, “They’re teens.” 

“Let’s do it,” he said. “If I send you a list of who’s coming can you write something? Maybe forty-five minutes? Something we can shoot in a weekend?” I agreed, happily, and Linden and I came up with an outline for a feature-length movie. 

“Will there be time to shoot all of this?” my husband asked. 

“We send Jody and Jay in there for two weeks prior and they shoot every bit that doesn’t include one of the kids. Then when they show up they hit the ground running.” I called Jody and Jay, the director and cameraman for “Lady Lake Doggie Refuge” and “Stable Boy.” They were both working and would be throughout October. Jay was unavailable but, as Jody was shooting her own, first feature film, she was able to arrange her schedule so she could direct it. 

“I’m going over budget and could use the money,” Jody said. Solmes would be generous. “I’ll bring my own production staff,” she continued. “It’ll be great, Christian. Like ‘Scary Movie,’ 

only funny.” We were on the same page and I was thrilled. 

Solmes sent me a list of kids who would be in the movie that weekend. I brought it and my laptop on the train to Atlanta and came up with a script in which each of the kids had lines and had a movie-stealing “moment.” They each would die, horribly, but in such a funny way they couldn’t be bothered or haunted by it. If anything, the violence would be so ridiculous as to be…I can’t think of the word. Cathartic? Healthy? I didn’t want to attach too much therapeutic importance to it, but I was nevertheless confident that the movie would be a good thing for all the participants. 
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The train ride went very quickly as I wrote, laughing to myself as I imagined the lost teens discovering a closet full of high-end clothes, putting them on and, led by Bobby, shouting 

“fabulous,” “fabulicious,” and “fabulocity!” to each other. Bobby would later die of poison, vomiting gallons of first green, then yellow, then orange goo. Evan would be thrown out a window, followed by his wheelchair. Kip would be the hero of the movie, the last one alive who stabs the killer, played by Louis, with a huge safety pin he uses to alter the Diane von Furstenberg dress he wears. And Adrienne would spend the movie running through the house in some get up too large for her, including huge heels, screaming. Between each murder she’d run screaming through a hallway, across the living room, into and dog-paddling through the pool…everywhere. I couldn’t wait to see it. I wanted to be there for the shoot, but I knew with the babies and “Winter Key” I wouldn’t have the time. I would be at the premiere, though, whenever and wherever it was. 

I arrived in Atlanta with a first draft completed and I sent it to Linden to proof and edit before I stepped off the train. Jesusa and her husband, Officer Carter, were waiting for me with the daughter they adopted. She was dark Hispanic and about seven years-old, the age, I think, her biological daughter would have been if the boyfriend she killed had not shaken her to death. 

I know a lot of people. There are a lot of people in my life whom I love and admire. Jesusa is up there with Linden, Samia, my parents and my little brother Matthew on my top six coolest people on the planet list. The only difference between her and everyone else is that I had only known her a few days when she joined that half dozen. Something about my standing in Anal Alley about to be shot by Chaz and her strolling up in her sundress and sandals and taking my hand, prepared to die with me. Something about her being so good to Joelle, after whom she and her husband named, rather renamed, their daughter. Seven year-old Joelle Carter was molested, too, starting at age five. Her name had been Maria, a name her evil father and weak mother had given her. She didn’t want them or it anymore. “Hello, Joelle,” was how I greeted her. 

We had a vegan dinner, bless Jesusa’s heart, at the Carters’ condominium. Then I went to the club. 

I arrived at Superior Bodies Atlanta at eight o’clock wearing sunglasses and a baseball cap. I wanted to do recon as I had with Malachi in Boston six or seven years earlier. It, however, wasn’t to be. The staff was on alert for me and my face was even better known thanks to my recurring role on “Winter Key.” I was spotted as I stepped out of the cab that dropped me off a block away from the building’s entrance. Imagine my surprise when I hadn’t taken two steps and was greeted by Dabney, the general manager of Superior Bodies Cleveland, or Cincinnati, or St. 

Louis…the one whose staff dressed up as Coven members and patrolled the city at night. 

“Christian,” he said, displaying teeth that were as yellow as I remembered. “It’s great to see you again.” He was so nice and so brave I admit to being happy to see him, in spite of his stained teeth and the large knock-off of the opera dress Abigail and her friend had made for me that he wore to kick criminal butt. 
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“Hi Dabney,” I said shaking his hand. “I’m glad to see you, too.” I took off my hat and sunglasses. 

“Did you plan an undercover customer service mission?” he asked. I blushed as he offered me his arm. 

“I wouldn’t have had I known you were in charge,” was my really good response. I took his arm and asked, “What made you transfer to this club?” 

“My family’s nearby,” he began as he led me to the front entrance. “My coming out was bad for all of us and I moved far away for years. Things are better now and I want to be closer to them.” 

“I’m glad,” I said, because I was. Then I stopped us at the entrance and asked, “Are you patrolling tonight?” Dabney smiled and said: 

“I didn’t plan to, because of the opening and because you’re here.” My face told him I wanted to and he continued, “I don’t know the staff very well, yet. They’re mostly holdovers from,” I forget the name of the club it had been, “and I don’t want to scare them away. I don’t know Atlanta so well, either. It’s been ten years since I lived in Georgia and I didn’t come here so often.” Excuse, excuse, excuse. I wasn’t having it and said: 

“I’m going patrolling when the party ends. Let me know if you want to come.” Dabney smiled and said: 

“You’re the boss.” 



The club was crowded and running smoothly. There was a DJ, a couple of drag queens, hunky dancers, a bar, finger food…the usual. Then there were Liam and Lance, the twin models Crawford Welch hired to be my dates. “They’ll be here at nine-thirty,” Dabney said. “You’ll enter with them at ten.” Attending openings of Superior Bodies had been part of the contract I signed with Hassler. It made sense as I was a minor celebrity at the time. I had maintained my minor celebrity status thanks to this and that over the years and it still made sense for me to make appearances. I didn’t think having arranged dates with hired local models was still necessary, though. Welch would have irritated me by hiring one. Hiring two, and twin brothers, was the height of cheek and I nearly asked Dabney to call them and invite them to stay home. Did the admittedly effective chief operating officer of SB Enterprises think he was funny arranging for me to appear with Atlanta’s answer to Jacob and Joshua Kelly, particularly as I had been so ripshit over his suggesting the twins travel with me on the 2008 summer club tour? Was this payback for me being so awful to him whenever he called us over those two months? Was I overreacting and Welch just thought it was a good idea? Whatever, I would enter with the fellas and then invite them to enjoy the club and their evening and then go to the movies or something. 
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Dabney showed me to a cubicle he had secured for me in which hung an outfit that was not dissimilar to my Abigail Adams opera dress. It was kind of a Mao suit with a train. Lots of buttons. A couple of pockets, which was different, and velvet trim, which was kind of attractive. 

It didn’t fall to the floor in the front, and had pants that went with it. And boots. Size ten, male. 

“They’re pleather,” the general manager said. 

“I appreciate that, Dabney.” I did. I liked thoughtful people like him. “How did you…?” 

“I thought one day you’d return and go on patrol with us again. I had it made in,” I can’t remember what city he worked in…all those Midwestern clubs run together, “I didn’t think you should do it in the clothes your friend made you, ‘cause they’re special.” He just got better and better. “One of the Superior Bodies,” Other City, “members made this after you left. I brought it here thinking maybe you might want to wear it tonight.” 

“Dabney,” I said, sincerely, “I would take such a bullet for you!” He smiled so broadly I could see every dingy yellow tooth in his mouth, and they didn’t bother me a bit. 

“How about a tour and a drink before the twins come and you have to be ‘on?’” I required neither but Dabney wanted to give me both and I would have taken such a bullet for him I agreed. 

Everything was going so well. It was. The place was busy, I had a fabulous new outfit to wear to the event and kick ass in in Anal Alley later, and Dabney’s teeth didn’t gross me out so much anymore. Then the Evil Twins arrived. Liam and Lance Brody, or Broder. No, it was Brody, like the sheriff in “Jaws.” 

Liam and Lance arrived at ten-fifteen, and I had completely forgotten about them as I enjoyed what would have been a run-of-the-mill tour had I not been in such a good mood. Jesusa and her family were lovely hosts and the vegan dinner of fake meat loaf was yummy, Dabney hired an 80s cover band to perform on the patio and Dick Solmes texted me saying he loved the script, especially Adrienne running around screaming every other scene. One of the staff approached me as I was dancing to so authentic a “Take Me On” I totally thought A-ha was in the house. 

“Pardon me, Christian. The twins are here.” For a moment I thought he meant Jacob and Joshua and I got really excited. I mean, why wouldn’t those two  surprise me with a visit to a Superior Bodies party? I left the floor and hurried to the office to find two young chiseled blond twin brothers who looked a lot like Remy Whitefire, the guy with whom I was going to be in “Never The Sinner” shortly after Rhoda and I started Superior Mutts. 

“Oh, hi,” I said to them. “You must be Leo and Lance.” Leo and Lance were actually early 80s gay porn stars who did a movie together called “Leo and Lance.” 

“Liam,” Liam said. I think. They were in tuxedos and ready for their entrance. They looked at me as if to ask why I wasn’t ready. Before Dabney could run interference I replied: 98	
  

“Relax fellas, you weren’t exactly on time.” They didn’t like this, which didn’t bother me at all. 

Before they could say anything snarky I said to my new BFF Dabney: 

“I will be dressed in less than five minutes.” Five minutes later I returned wearing my Superior Bodies neighborhood patrol version of my opera dress. It fit well but the fabric was kind of cheap and the velvet around the cuffs was uneven. The buttons were too big, kind of, which meant they really were too big because I don’t usually notice stuff like that. There was velvet around the pants cuffs but you couldn’t see it because I stuffed them into the boots, which were also too big, but that was fine. 

“You’re wearing that?” one of the twins said, his voice dripping with disdain. 

“Yes,” I said. “Can you believe it? I forgot mine and Dabney made this out of the curtains, like in the movie about that girl who would lie, cheat, steal or kill so she wouldn’t be hungry again.” 

This went over the twins’ heads, and Dabney’s, which was OK because I laughed for the four of us. 

“I’m going to announce you,” Dabney said and booked out of there. The brothers watched him go and then shared a look of disgust, which pissed me off further because he was my great new friend and he spent his nights fighting crime while they were inhaling poppers while getting fucked by strangers. 

“OK,” one of them said, “before we go out we need to establish some ground rules.” Ooooo, this was going to be good. 

“Yeah. First off, we’re not gay.” They were so gay. They were. Or maybe they weren’t. They still didn’t have to say it, “so if anyone asks you for our number or anything or wants to pay us to have sex, please tell them we’re not gay and we have jobs as models and don’t need the money.” 

“Yeah, we’re not hustlers.” Again with the dripping disdain. I wanted to say I knew plenty of hustlers who had tons more character than they did but I couldn’t think of one, except for Linden, who tricked once for charity. And me, who also did. I wondered if Olivier counted, since I paid him to romance Eleanor van der Walls. He was eons cooler than Leo and Lance or whatever. 

“You can enter holding our arms, but that’s it. Our agreement with…” neither could remember who from corporate had arranged their appearance. “Our agreement is just to be here and make you look good and shake hands and pose for pictures.” 

“Yeah, no dancing or anything or kissing. We’re not strippers, either.” 

“Even though we get lots of offers.” Oooooo, this was so good, I thought. I would have to remember every word of their conditions so I could tell Linden and the Kellys and every other person on the planet later. 
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“We get a lot of offers for modeling and acting so if you want us to be on your TV show ‘Winter Key’ I can tell you how to get in touch with our agent and then he can communicate the offer to us.” I just sort of nodded, wondering how much better it could get. 

“We’re OK with appearing with you here, just so you could meet us and tell…” Tell who?  And what? 

“Bentley Howard,” the other one said. 

“Yeah, tell him about us in case he wants to make an offer to us for a show.” Was Garrett Abel this bad? I think he might have been, but there was only one of him. 

“Yeah, we would be really good reality show stars, like about our lives and our career.” The music had stopped and I could hear Dabney say something over a loudspeaker but I couldn’t make it out. I figured it was our introduction but I ignored it because I wasn’t ready for “The Liam and Lance Show” to end. 

“I don’t know, guys,” I began, and then stopped. 

“What?” one of them asked. 

“Well, Bentley. He’s kind of friends with Jacob and Joshua. They’ve been in three of his shows so far. The doggie rescue one and then ‘Stable Boy,’” the brothers scoffed at that one, which made me suddenly really defensive about it and Garrett, “and now they’re the vamps in ‘Winter Key.’” 

“Yeah, I know. We’ve seen it,” said one, nodding. The other one also nodded and continued: 

“Those guys are nice looking and all, but they’re kind of dull. They don’t have any real sex appeal. And they’re gay, which is OK but it makes the people who watch the show only gay guys. That’s why nobody comes out in Hollywood. ‘Cause then you can only play gay guys and you don’t make any money.” They both nodded hard, as if they were real movers and shakers. 

“They don’t have any presence.” 

“They’re not leading men.” 

“They’re…wooden. Yeah, that’s the word. Wooden.” 

“And the thing about them being boyfriends…is that true?” 

“Even if it isn’t it’s gross to think about it.” 

“Bentley should contact our agent. Our show would be great.” 

“We already have tons of fans.” 
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“We’ve got two thousand facebook fans.” 

“It’s up to twenty-five hundred. Or twenty-four hundred.” 

“Yeah, but that’s more than two thousand. And we just put it up.” 

“Are those other twins even on facebook?” 

“Do they have their own website? We’re going to in a couple of months.” 

“And do they work out?” 

“Yeah, do they?” 

“We work out for hours every day.” 

“We did back and shoulders today.” 

“And abs.” 

“Oh, yeah. Every day.” 

“Every day.” 

“Wanna see?” They were interrupted, finally by Dabney, who stuck his head in and said: 

“Anytime.” I wondered how much longer Liam and Lance would go on. I thought it might have been all night and maybe into the next millennia. 

“Let’s go fellas,” I said, holding my arms out to take theirs. 

“Remember, no touching anything but our jackets.” 

“And no kissing.” 

“Or dancing.” 

“We’re not gay.” 

“And we have the best abs anywhere. Better than those guys. They don’t even work out.” 

“Way better.” 

“We should be on ‘Winter Key’ as hot vampire slayers who stake them right in their flabby abs.” 

“Liam…” 

“Sorry, I was just thinkin’.” 
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“You really should make them work out. They’re so…” 

“Wooden.” 

“Yeah, they need abs.” It was all I wanted to hear about abs, for the moment. They offered me their arms and I took them. Then I led Liam and Lance Brody from the office, down a short hall, through a combination lobby and lounge packed with event goers, and out a door onto the patio where most of the action was happening. The attendees included a broad range of gay guys: young, old, handsome, ugly, butch, nelly, muscular, skinny…the works. Drag queens, too. 

Transvestites, transsexuals and, I think, a couple of women. And local press and photographers. 

People clapped for us as we walked through the lounge. They cheered for us on the patio. I smiled and my escorts smiled, too. 

And then they made a fatal mistake, though I would have done what I did anyway, for their dissing Jacob and Joshua so terribly. Over my head, for they were taller than I was, even in my pleather boots, the fellas said, in unison, through smiles, “Eeeewwwww.” 

Yeah, they were gettin’ it, and I don’t mean a reality show. 

I led the fellas to the stage on which the great 80s cover band was playing. It was low but my boots were awkward and I lost my balance stepping onto it. I fell into one of the brothers. Lance, I think. He righted me and then said something that would make his punishment worse. He said, 

“Nice try coppin’ a feel. Don’t pull that shit again.” 

Yeah, they were going to wish they were dead, and in just about a minute. I took a mike from Dabney, thanked everyone and said some nice things about the club, Atlanta, and how happy I was to be there. Then I introduced Liam and Lance. They smiled bashfully and bowed humbly as I said, “These boys are straight, folks.” Groan. “I know. I’m a big tease coming here with straight men.” A little courtesy laughter. “And I’m going to tease you further by asking them to show you their abs.” Clapping, catcalls and a whole lot of hollering. Before either could whisper an objection to me, reminding me they weren’t strippers or anything and they never agreed to show their abs, which I was sure they really wanted to do, I continued, “They work on their abs every day. They work out every day. Their backs and their shoulders and every other muscle. But they alternate those exercises. They do abs every day, though. A lot of them. Concentrated exercises done precisely for the lower, middle and upper abdominal muscles. A lot of grueling exercises, the results of which are extraordinary.” I looked to my left and right and saw that both fellas were enjoying my description of their efforts and eager to display the extraordinary results. 

“Dabney,” I said, scanning the crowd for him, “Would you bring me a couple of bottles of champagne? We’re going to need to toast these abs.” I looked to my left and right again and said, 

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to spray you. This won’t be a wet t-shirt contest.” The audience groaned their disappointment as a server approached the stage and handed me two bottles. I held them and the mike and said to the Brody brothers, “OK, guys, put that ‘Jersey Shore’ guy to shame.” 
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I got rid of the mike, took a step forward and turned around so I could watch Liam and Lance undo the buttons of their tuxedo shirts. As I expected, they wore no undershirts, reminding me that they were not raised in Rowaneck or any other nice place. They did this slowly, teasing the audience, which got increasingly excited and loud. Someone began chanting “Liam and Lance. 

Liam and Lance…” something I encouraged but which really made me sicker of them than I was. Finally, as if they rehearsed it, the brothers nodded to each other and tore their shirts open violently and completely, revealing abs, belly buttons, pecs and four nipples. As the young men smirked and nodded to the crowd of cheering gay guys for whom they had such contempt, I gripped the champagne bottles by their necks, squatted, smashed them against the stage floor, stood up and slashed Liam and Lance Brody’s hard-as-steel abs with the broken glass. 

The crowd’s cheers turned to shrieks during the instant it took me to drop the broken champagne bottles, grab the momentarily stunned brothers by their bow ties and smash their heads together as hard as I could. They collapsed but remained conscious. And then they started screaming for their torn flesh. 

I leaned over and spat, “Jacob and Joshua Kelly are worth a thousand of you,” and then Dabney had his arms around my waist. He lifted me up, carried me behind the building and threw me over a privacy fence. I landed on the concrete parking lot of an adjacent building and tore the opera outfit he had made for me, something that upset me more than the insults the Brodys had heaped on the Kellys. Dabney climbed over the fence, easily, helped me up and said: 

“What was that all about?” I examined the torn coat, shaking my head at the loss of it and causing my surprised and scared friend to say, “Christian!” I looked from the ruined outfit to the truly terrified man in front of me and said, slowly: 

“They insulted the coat.” A beat. “They insulted the coat, Dabney.” Another. “They insulted the person who made it. And my friends. And our guests.” He wasn’t getting it. “Dabney,” I said, slowly but not condescendingly, “We stepped onto the patio and they said, in unison, through smiles, ‘Eeeewwwww.’” I watched Dabney absorb this. It took him three or four beats during which his face went from fear to anger. I raised my eyebrows, asking him what he thought now, and he responded: 

“I think you got a head start on the vigilante justice, tonight, Christian.” 

The staff brought the Brody twins, whose real names I later discovered were the less glamorous John and Ron to the office, and gave them first aid. They carried on about calling 911 but no one would without Dabney’s OK. I mean, SB Atlanta was a gay club and bathhouse. No one wanted cops there busting people or asking for IDs. Dabney left me in the dark parking lot mourning the cheap outfit someone had nevertheless made with love. He went to the office and examined the twins’ wounds as they shrieked for justice and wept for their precious abs. Liam, or John, or Ron, needed stitches as he got slashed with the bottle I held in my stronger, right hand. The other 103	
  

one had just a scratch, although by the way he whined, four employees told me later, you would have thought he had been stabbed through the heart six times 

Dabney asked his colleagues to leave him alone with the brothers for a moment and he shut the office door after them. Then he held up his hand for them to be quiet and said, “If you call the cops, everyone in this club will say you were never here and I will instruct my staff to say you are call boys who have approached them about tricking inside the club.” This made them scream so loud I could hear them from the other side of that fence. “If you take legal action against this club Christian Gallagher and his friends will find you and mutilate your faces.” This shut them up completely and for good. “ He opened the safe, withdrew a thousand dollars in cash, and handed it to the brother with the scratch. “You need to leave right now and never come back. If you retaliate against this club your faces will be burned and mutilated.” John and Ron took the money, buttoned up their bloody shirts and left quickly and without a word. 

I hung out in the parking lot singing Miley Cyrus’ “Party in the USA” to myself until Dabney returned. Over the fence he said, “They’re gone. Walk to the end and then come around. There’s a gate I’ll open and we’ll get you back inside.” 

“OK,” I said. As I walked through the gate he asked: 

“What are you going to tell people, about the attack?” 

“I’m going to tell them they insulted me, my friends and our guests and I was punishing them for it,” which was the truth. Dabney and I went back into the club where we were greeted with whispers, tension and Soft Cell’s “Freeze Frame.” I wasn’t having the drama or the song and interrupted the latter by stepping onto the stage and holding my hand out for the microphone. 

The lead singer signaled the band to stop and handed the mike to me. “Thank you,” I said to the singer and his friends. “I apologize for interrupting your song. I’ve heard lots of 80s cover bands and you are the best. You must do ‘Take Me On’ again.” The band nodded and smiled their thanks. To the crowd I said, “Those two loser assholes insulted my outfit, members of the staff,” 

I spared Dabney mention of the looks they gave him, “my friends Jacob and Joshua Kelly, who play the vampire twin lovers on ‘Winter Key,’” recognition and applause, “and all of you.” The crowd groaned. “Indeed, when we stepped onto the patio they said, in unison, through smiles, 

‘Eeeewwwww.’” Groans, insults and outrage. “As if I couldn’t hear, and seconds after saying I should recast them as the vampires,” which wasn’t true but made my point. “They had to go, and they had to go bleeding.” Clapping and cheers. “Thank you. Thank you for understanding that you are the special guests here. You are this club’s superior bodies and no no-class pieces of trash are going to say anything against you or me here or anywhere.” More cheering as I returned the microphone to the singer. He signaled his band mates and I heard the intro to “Take Me On.” 

I looked around, found Dabney, and held my arms out to him for a dance. 

I enjoyed the rest of the evening. I had just a couple of drinks and danced almost as much as I had at Erin Fleming’s wedding the year before. Dabney, the staff, the members, drag queens, 104	
  

hookers and everyone were so nice and the band was so great. I got to slice up a couple of asshole fucks and dance and enjoy myself. The only thing missing were Linden and our children, both human and canine. I would be returning to them on the train the following day. As I had nothing to do I would sleep on the ride home, leaving me free to stay up wandering around downtown Atlanta with Dabney. Life was good. 

I didn’t think the Brody boys would bother me again. I was satisfied that Dabney’s having advised them I would mutilate and burn their faces was enough to send them home. I mean, anyone could get abs. I could have them with a photo computer program. John and Ron’s faces were far more important. They would be stupid to risk them. They would be stupid not to take their lumps and go home. They would be stupid to annoy me further. 

They were stupid. 

The band played a final song, Laura Branigan’s “Gloria,” at one a.m. The lights came up and they packed up. Ditto the caterers. What visitors hadn’t secured cubicles for the night also left. 

The staff called cabs for many of them. I hugged everyone who was left and thanked him for coming. Many thanked me for cutting the brothers’ abs. I nodded and smiled graciously. 

Dabney had arranged for three staff members to work a third shift. They would spend it cleaning up, dismantling the rented stage and the like. That left him free to get himself up in the opera dress in which he didn’t look as bad as I recall, and join me in the lobby where I sat flipping through a local bar magazine. “Are you ready?” he asked. 

“Yes,” I said. 

“OK, then,” Dabney held his hand out to me and I took it. As I rose from the chair I said: 

“Weapons?” 

“Not for me,” he said, guiding me toward reception. I looked around, saying: 

“I should take something.” The manager said to the third shifter watching the front: 

“Is that bat still there?” The guy nodded and brought it out through the office to him. Dabney handed it to me and I stroked it. It was aluminum and light. I liked it. 

“This is good,” I said. “Thanks.” He nodded and led me out the front door into the dark parking lot. 

“Where to?” he asked. 

“Anal Alley,” I said, of course. 

“Great,” Dabney said, “that’s walking distance.” I was thrilled to return to the scene of my old hangout, where Chaz nearly killed me, Dondi and the residents and staff of Haven House. Where 105	
  

Jesusa and her husband saved my life. I wondered if anyone would be there, tricking. I wondered who and what we would find. I wondered for the time it took me to take six steps because then, from behind two different cars, John and Ron Brody sprang. 

The fellas had changed out of their tuxes and into jeans and t-shirts. One was steadier than the other, the one I had only scratched. Still, both were young and in very good shape. Oh, and they had knives in their left hands. One of them asked, “Which one of your faggots is going to cut and burn our faces?” I was less frightened of them than I was Chaz. And I was annoyed. 

“We have stuff to do, losers,” I said, wearily. “Hit the road or I’ll crush both your skulls.” 

“Boys,” Dabney said, calmly. He raised his hands in a let’s-talk-this-out gesture and the boys revealed stun guns in their right hands. 

“DUCK!” I said, dropping to the ground, missing the juice from one of them. Dabney wasn’t as fast and got zapped. He struggled with the pain and disorientation, dropped first to his knees and then fell forward onto the asphalt. I didn’t give him a second look because I shot to my feet and charged the twin fuck who tried to zap me and missed. He was the one I hadn’t cut so badly and he turned around and ran away from me super fast. I chased him the length of the parking lot before giving up. He was at least twenty years my junior and wore sneakers while I had my too-big pleather boots. I turned around, saw the other fuck kicking Dabney, and booked even faster back at them. When that twin saw me coming he raised his ray gun to shoot me again. Dabney was lucid enough to see him do it and found strength enough to grab his leg, thereby distracting him while I continued toward them. When John or Liam or whomever…the sliced ab twin, realized I would be upon him before he could electrocute me he dropped the device and also fled. 

His injury kept him from going as fast as his brother and I could have caught up with him had Dabney not raised his head, looked from me to what was behind me and shouted: 

“RUN!” The scratched ab twin was following me, in a car. I changed direction so that he wouldn’t run over Dabney and found myself zipping toward the back of a white Chevy pickup. I leapt into it, still holding the bat, and the scratched ab twin crashed into it. 

“DUH!” I said, hopping back out of it and onto the hood of his light blue…Taurus, I think. 

Before he could get out of the car and zap or stab me I brought the aluminum bat down on his windshield. It smashed to pieces. Then I stepped through what remained of it and stomped on his torso with my big boots. “How strong are those abs now, bitch?” I asked as I stomped on them and then kicked his face. He raised his hands to protect himself and I swatted them with the bat. 

“Loser.” He was done. I broke ribs, I was sure, and probably his jaw. I hesitated for the time it took to scan the parking lot and then I said, “Where’s your brother? Abandoned you it looks like. 

He left you. He left you, you miserable fuck.” This enraged him, and his anger gave him fuel enough to push me into a seated position on his hood, my boots still kicking at his chest. He pulled himself up off the driver’s seat and prepared to tackle me through the space where the windshield had been so I raised the bat, confident the blow would cause him to fall on me as 106	
  

dead as Chaz had five years before. I tried to strike, but something prevented me. Dabney. He grabbed the bat behind me and held it. “Let go,” I said. 

“No, Christian, you let go.” I didn’t. Instead I continued to struggle with it. To Scratched Abs Dabney said, “Stay down,” and then raised the stun gun toward him. He didn’t stay down and Dabney zapped him. 

“Well done,” I said. “Now let me finish him off.” Dabney dropped the ray gun, grabbed the bat with both hands and yanked it out of mine. “Haaaaaay!” I said, “What’s the big idea?” 

“The big idea is that patrol is over for the night.” He threw the bat to the ground, grabbed my shoulders and dragged me out of and off the car. 

“You suck, Dabney,” I said, finding my feet. Then I took a hard look at the car, the glass that covered Scratched Abs and the front seats, and Scratched Abs himself. “Oh my God. Did I do that?” 

“He tried to run you down, Christian. And me, too.” 

“Right,” I said, still concerned. I took a step toward the car and Dabney stopped me. 

“Go inside and get your things. I’ll have one of the staff drive you to a hotel. Then I’m going to call an ambulance and the police and report a gay bashing.” 

“A gay bashing,” I said. “OK. Yeah.”  I was gay and I had bashed whatever twin lay injured and unconscious in the car. “Yeah, that makes sense.” It didn’t, but I was out of it. Jazzed and exhausted, righteous and horrified, satisfied and sad. Tremendously sad. Not that I had defeated one of the twins. I was totally OK with that. I mean, he would have run me and, worse, Dabney over. I was sad that his brother left him. I was sad because his brother was a block away, hiding behind a bush. He had watched Scratched Abs crash. He saw me smash the glass and stomp and kick his brother’s chest and face. He saw me lift my bat to finish him off and still he remained behind that bush. 

I would have died with Matthew, or Colin or Joan. I would have died under that van with Deirdre, a hundred times, and I was enormously sad. Powerfully sad. I nearly fainted at the weight of it. I managed to say, “Thank you, Dabney. I’m going to get my things.” Then I turned around, took two steps, and kind of sat/fell to the ground. “I’m fine,” I said before he could ask. I took off my too-big pleather boots, noticed blood on the right one, and tossed them to where the stun gun and baseball bat lay. “You need to get rid of all of that,” I said, and climbed to my feet. 

Dabney, who wasn’t in much better shape, approached and grabbed me by the waist with his left hand. I put my right arm around his shoulder and we stumbled into the building. 
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Chapter 11:  Killing Mr. Graham 

The day my five seven year-old friends and I would kill Mr. Graham was like any other. A Thursday in April, 1974, it began with Sabrina and me walking to school as we did every other day. We said nothing of our plan, not to each other, not to those other Rowaneck Grammar School students we passed or who passed us, and not to Mrs. Grimms, who made us wait forever to cross Rowaneck Avenue as she chatted with some passing adult and who later called my companion and me her little blond angels, even though my hair was brown. 

Per my clear and specific instructions, no one chatted about our plan during the school day, to me or each other. We couldn’t risk a classmate overhearing us and telling an adult what we were going to do. We couldn’t risk Mrs. Graham hearing us and discouraging us from killing her abuser, ‘cause if she asked us not to do it, we would have obeyed. I wasn’t concerned about Mickey or the girls saying anything. I was concerned about Doohickey, who I thought would be cryptic about it, dropping hints and such in an effort to get attention and be cool. That morning I found a pair of dull, children’s scissors and held them up to his face. “One word about anything from you today, Doohickey, and I’m taking you out. Are we clear?” 

“Why is everybody saying that to me?” he whined. Apparently Cassie, Sabrina, Mickey and Gail had all threatened him similarly. It made me proud. 

“Because you have a loud mouth and no judgment,” I said. Hah! That coming from me! 

Doohickey looked like he was about to cry, which led me nearly to stab him. Instead I resisted, saying: 

“I’m sorry, Doohickey. Just don’t talk about anything today.” 

“OK,” he said to me. “Friends?” Eeeewwww. 

“Friends,” I said. 

I couldn’t wait for us to kill Mr. Graham so I could be mean to Doohickey again. 

When school was over Mickey walked home with me and Sabrina. It was odd because no one ever did. Should someone ask us why, it was so he could borrow her late mother’s bicycle, which had a basket on the handlebars. He practiced saying, “I need to get a birthday gift for my grandmother at the mall, which is too far to walk.” None of us thought it would be a problem since everyone in Rowaneck knew Mickey, the only black student the grammar, middle or high school ever had. I wondered if Mrs. Grimms would refer to us as her three little blond angels. I mean, she got my hair color wrong, would she also get Mickey’s? 

“Come on my little angels,” she said to the three of us after making us and two dozen other students wait ten minutes as she chatted with some adult pedestrian. 
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As we passed Maple Avenue I said to Mickey, “Gail lives two blocks that way, number forty-four. Her bedroom is in what would be the den, in the rear right of the house. She’ll unlock the window before she goes to bed.” 

I left Mickey at Sabrina’s house, where he collected her late mother’s bicycle and rode the long distance home. He would return to our neighborhood at one a.m., pick up Gail at her house, and bring her to Sabrina’s in the basket, which he would line with a towel so she would be comfortable. Doohickey, Cassie and I would also ride our bikes to Sabrina’s. I would carry a knapsack with me in which, in a large envelope wrapped in a towel, would be six steak knives we would use to stab Mr. Graham. 

When I got home I asked Colin if I could help him deliver his newspapers for a dollar. It wasn’t unusual for Sean, Thomas, me, and, later, Matthew, to ask this of William Jr. and, then, Colin, when we had something to buy and needed more than our allowance. “OK,” he said, “but I’m collecting today.” My horn-dog older brother didn’t appear to be disappointed that my coming with him on his route would prevent him from banging his female customers. Indeed, he was glad to have me as, when our neighbors opened their doors to find cute little seven year-old me they were more likely to tip Colin more generously or, as happened more frequently, tip us both. 

“If you make over a dollar in your own tips,” which was a certainty, “I don’t have to pay you anything.” 

“It’s a deal.” 

I made my own dollar in the first ten houses. Colin told me I could go home if I wanted. I thought he was being generous then, but learned later he wanted to get me out of the way so he could fuck. I was, like, “No, I told you I would help you and I’m going to.” He thought my nobility was cute and said so. 

One hour and fifteen minutes after we began delivering the “Rowaneck Register” we got to Mrs. 

Graham’s house. She answered the door and said to my brother, “You’ve brought a friend. Now, who is this…?” I laughed and said: 

“Can I use your bathroom, Mrs. Graham?” She invited us in and asked us if we wanted something to drink or a snack. I said, “Yes, please,” answering for both of us. Mrs. Graham showed me to a luxurious powder room and left me there. 

“Your brother and I will be in the kitchen, which is to your left as you leave the bathroom.”  I said: 

“OK.” I tinkled, flushed, washed my hands, opened the door and headed immediately to my right, crossing the large foyer of her large house, and sticking my head in the living room, dining room, TV room, office, spare bedroom and up the stairs. “Spare bedroom,” I said as it had French doors that led onto a rear patio. I entered it quickly and unlocked one of its doors. Then I 109	
  

booked out of it and to the kitchen, which also had French doors that led to the patio. Neither my teacher nor my only mildly good-looking brother noticed me as I approached them, which made me wish I had gone upstairs to locate the master bedroom. I was confident it would be easy enough to find, though. I noticed a plate of chocolate chip cookies on a large wooden table in the middle of the kitchen around which there were several stools. I climbed onto one and snapped my fingers at Mrs. Graham and Colin, who were sort of enamored of each other. “Hey,” I said. 

This broke their gaze and they both looked at me with a disappointment they tried to hide. It made me want to laugh. Everyone loved Mrs. Graham and I bore no jealousy of her interest in Colin. 

Our hostess poured us milk and encouraged us to eat as many cookies as we could.  Colin had four and I deliberately had only two. “Are you sure you won’t have another, Christian?” 

“No, thank you, Mrs. Graham,” I said. “I don’t want to spoil my dinner.” To Colin I added, “We better get going.” Mrs. Graham paid Colin for the newspapers and gave him a two dollar tip which she asked him to split with me. He agreed and she led us out of the kitchen, past that spare bedroom and through the foyer to the front door. “You know, Mrs. Graham, I think I’ll have just one more,” I said, and booked back into the kitchen before she could offer to get it for me herself. I grabbed two, unlocked one of the doors to the patio, as a backup, and ran back to the foyer. “Here,” I said, handing one to Colin, who took it with a smile. 

“Thanks,” he said. 

“You’re such a good boy,” said Mrs. Graham, smiling. 

You’re such a good boy…hah! She knew I wasn’t and should have been certain I was up to something. 

Maybe she was… 

I made six dollars and seventy-five cents that afternoon, all because I followed Colin to every front door carrying the paper. People just coo’ed over me, his pretty little brother. I was all wide-eyed and adorable. Colin played up the “I have a helper today,” and “One day this’ll all be his,” 

stuff and got more tips of his own than he would have otherwise. 

When I told my five year-old brother Matthew how much I made, he was all, like, “I’m going tomorrow!” and he did, so often with Colin, Sean and Thomas my parents had to forbid him. He never went with me. He was twelve when I got the paper route and while he was cute enough, I was way prettier and I wasn’t letting him get paid on Thursdays for the work I did that and every other day of the week. Nosirrrreeee! 

We had ravioli from a can that night for dinner. It’s important in no way…just one of the things that came back to me. 
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Something else that came back to me was Mother trying to read Matthew and me a new story before we went to bed. It was called “Rain Rain Rivers” and it was completely stupid and boring. 

Three pages into it I asked her to read us “May I Bring a Friend,” something she had tons of times. Matthew said he wanted to hear that story again. It’s kind of sweet thinking about it now and recognizing the book in Deirdre’s Washington DC library years later. It’d be a sweeter memory if, at the end, the reader didn’t discover all the animals live behind bars in a zoo. Zoos suck. 

At seven I shared a room with Matthew. As our mother woke us up for second grade and kindergarten, we had no use for an alarm clock. I knew I would need one to get up at one a.m. so I snuck into the room Colin and William Jr. shared and borrowed theirs. As I didn’t want to wake Matthew up, and thereby risk waking our parents up, too, I set the clock and stuck it under the covers at my feet, confident that if the sound was muffled the vibration would tickle my feet awake. 

I can’t remember when our parents made us go to sleep when we were seven, but whatever time it was, it was too early. I recall tossing and turning and checking the clock what seemed like every fifteen minutes starting at nine forty-five. It was maddening. I considered getting up and watching the late show on Channel 11 but didn’t want anyone to know I was still awake lest he wonder why and determine it was to lead five other seven year-olds in the gang stabbing of our teacher’s wife-beating husband. I just didn’t think anyone would understand. 

I don’t know at what time I fell asleep. I was just grateful to have done so. Both the sound and tickle of the alarm woke me up and I made quick work of sticking it under my pillow until it finished its caterwaul. I got dressed quickly and silently and went down the back stairs careful to avoid those steps that creaked. I tiptoed through the kitchen and out the back door, closing it softly behind me after making sure it was unlocked. I tiptoed around the garage to where I left my bike and the half dozen steak knives I had snuck out of the house earlier that evening. I carried it to the end of the driveway.  I looked around, saw no lights or activity for blocks, and biked over to Sabrina’s house. 

I arrived first and walked my bike through a gate so that I couldn’t be seen from the road. 

Sabrina was up and dressed and sitting quietly on her porch. We said nothing, not even hello. 

Cassie arrived shortly after I did. Then Doohickey, whom I think probably got there an hour before and just hid someplace so he wouldn’t appear overeager. Mickey and Gail showed up moments after Doohickey. He was tired but so happy. Gail’s tiny body was tucked comfortably in Sabrina’s late mother’s bike’s basket and she looked totally adorable. Like a human E.T. She was so happy, too. I wondered if she had ever ridden on a bicycle before so I asked. “No,” she said. “And it was the most fun I ever had!” This made Mickey even happier. 

“Let’s go,” I said. 

“What about the knives?” asked Doohickey. 
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“I’ll distribute them when we enter the master bedroom,” I explained, patiently. 

“Can I have mine, now?” he fairly pleaded. 

“No, Doohickey. I can’t have you losing your balance and falling on it. We have a busy night and burying your body is not on the agenda.” Yikes, did I say that? Or is my adult mind making it up? I think I said it. I really think I did. 

“Why are you always so mean to me, Christian?” he asked as we all took off. He looked at the others for support and they gave him none. 

“Because I care about you, Doohickey. If I weren’t mean then you would hang around me and frustrate me until I killed you. Is that what you want?” 

“You don’t mean that,” he said, chuckling. OMG, Doohickey was BUCK! 

I led the little bicycle convoy as I knew where Mrs. Graham lived and maybe only Sabrina did, too. I kept looking behind me, though, at Gail and Mickey, trying to determine who was having a better time. Her face was bright and happy as she looked around and above her, from the houses and trees to the clear, star-filled sky. I caught her shutting her eyes a couple of times so she could feel the very slight wind on her face. I knew she had and never would ride a bike, but I wondered if she had ever leaned out a car window. I thought she hadn’t. 

Mickey alternated looking ahead at the road and ahead at his passenger. He said a few things directly to her, I think. He kept his voice too low for me to hear. I think he asked her if she was comfortable or scared or wanted to stop. I knew she wasn’t and he did, too, but he wanted to assure her he was looking out for her which was very sweet. 

Of all the memories that have come back to me since Bobby O’Day told me Mrs. Graham died, this was the best. It was better than all the memories I had of her and being in love with her. It’s worth remembering everything that later happened to us that night to see it again. 

No cars, even Rowaneck Police, bothered us that night. There was no crime in Rowaneck, except for wife-beating, that is. People had alarms and dogs and our town was bordered by others nearly as affluent and more accessible to burglars. We pedaled in the middle of roads named after the trees that had been cut down to make them, under bright lamps, but for Mickey and Gail, talking at a normal volume. We weren’t reckless or audacious, or stupid. We were confident, that our mission was holy, good and blessed. God or the universe wanted us to rescue Mrs. Graham from the husband who blackmailed her family into agreeing to their foul and corrupt marriage. We were on the side of the angels. We were angels. Mrs. Grimms said so every day. 

It took us fifteen or twenty minutes to get to Mrs. Graham’s house. We could have gotten there in five but we were all pedaling slowly, at least Cassie, Sabrina and I were, so Mickey and Gail could enjoy their ride. We didn’t plan it or even signal each other to take our time. We just all 112	
  

knew. All except for Doohickey, who was huffing and puffing to keep up. When we arrived we carried our bikes onto the front lawn and leaned them up against a tall, thick hedge that surrounded it. Like most of the houses in Rowaneck, it had three floors. It was a Spanish style house, adobe colored with a red roof tile. There was a tiny balcony on the third floor, which was no larger than a standard sized room. There were textured stones and blocks and such sticking out here and there, and the rounded ends of wooden logs, in rows of three, also here and there. I wondered what the point of them was. They supported no deck or awning. They were decorative and did nothing for me. Oh, and some of the windows had bars on them. Again, decorative, 

’cause this wasn’t the South Bronx. 

“I need to have a rest,” a winded Doohickey said. 

“I’m OK,” I said, just to bust his chops. 

“Me, too,” said Cassie, just a little less mean than me. Doohickey looked from us to Sabrina, who shrugged her indifference, to Mickey, who was an athlete and could have biked into the city and not broken a sweat, to Gail, who said: 

“How can I be tired? I haven’t done anything.” 

“Well,” Doohickey said, indignantly, “I think we all need to rest before stabbing Mr. Graham. I brought cream puffs, too, so we’ll have energy.” I wanted to make a smart remark but after all the drama about bringing them in and everything, they turned out to be kind of tasty. I know this because before Mrs. Graham could help herself to hers and mine, I got over my allergy and fairly snatched it out of her hand. 

“I hope you brought more than one for each of us,” I said, ‘cause I just couldn’t be gracious. 

“Killing requires lots of energy, you know.” How I would later find out! 

“I brought two for Mickey and two for me and one for each of the girls.” 

“And how many did you bring for me, you dope?” I spat. 

“None,” he said, all satisfied and a bitch. “You’re allergic.” Ooooo that pissed me off. 

“Listen Doohickey, I didn’t have to include you on this little mission, you know. It would have gone a lot faster without you. I was nice, and this is how you repay me, by bringing cream puffs for everyone but me?” His went from self-satisfied to scared. Sabrina said: 

“Christian, you did say you were allergic.” 

“Of course I did,” I said. “They looked ugly. Had I known they tasted good I never would have made that up.” Cassie laughed and so did Mickey. Gail said: 

“You can have mine.” 
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“Gail,” I said, “he only brought you one.” She smiled, still in the basket, by the way, and said: 

“You’ll have mine and then I’ll decide I was hungry after all and everyone will be done with theirs except for Doohickey, who will be savoring his second one. Then I’ll ask him to give it to me and he won’t be able to say no.” I liked her plan, so I said: 

“I like your plan.” Everyone else did, too. Even Doohickey, who insisted he was always going to give me one and brought two for Mickey only because he was so big and he’d be carrying Gail. 

Doohickey, bustin’ my chops. I was clearly a good influence on him. 

We took our time eating our cream puffs, which we noticed were larger than the ones Mrs. 

Doohickey made for the class. Again, not important. What was important, or curious, was that not one of us was nervous. Not one of us was shaking or having second thoughts or sick to his stomach. In retrospect I’m stunned, though I shouldn’t be as what would a delusional seven year-old be nervous about? I mean, driving our knives into the front lawn was effortless. Why should driving them into Mr. Graham’s body be any harder? 

When we were through we wiped our hands on our clothing and I said, “I unlocked doors that lead from a first floor guest room to the rear patio and from the kitchen to the same patio. 

Hopefully, no one locked them.” Everyone nodded but Doohickey, who got irritating again when he asked: 

“What if they’re locked again?” I opened my mouth to say that we would use his head as a battering ram against the thick Spanish front door but Cassie said: 

“Shut up, Doohickey,” before I could. Instead, I adjusted the knapsack that contained the six, carefully wrapped knives and said: 

“We’ll try the bedroom, first.” My friends followed me, Cassie first, then Sabrina, Doohickey and, carrying a still-excited Gail, Mickey. I led them up to and around the house, passing the kitchen and its doors and heading straight for the spare room. The door I had unlocked earlier was still unlocked. I opened it and everyone smiled but Doohickey, who had to say something. 

“YES!” 

“Shut up, Doohickey,” Gail snapped and hit him with her tiny, useless hand. 

“Owwww,” he said, and not to be indulgent. 

“What a wuss you are, Doohickey,” said Cassie. 

“Everyone shut up,” said Sabrina, and everyone did. 

Now, a short time ago I mentioned our expensive Rowaneck houses being protected by alarms and dogs. Well, I say that now, but didn’t think so then, primarily because, I think, 12 
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Cherrywood was protected by neither. I didn’t think of an alarm and no one else did, either. It was Rowaneck. There was no crime. 

But murder. 

We all stepped through the French door into the bedroom of Mrs. Graham’s house and we still weren’t nervous. We were quiet but excited. I was hungry, the cream puff having only whet my appetite. I wondered if there were more chocolate chip cookies and made a mental note to check on our way out. Hah! As if it were as simple as flipping a switch or flushing a toilet. 

Everyone tiptoed, but Gail of course, and everyone followed me through the room, out into the hall, across the foyer and to the steps. When we arrived at the bottom of them I counted heads to make sure we hadn’t lost you-know-whom. Satisfied we were all still there, I gestured for everyone to follow me upstairs. It was dark and everything, but I remembered where everything was, albeit on the first floor, and my team stayed close behind me. 

The second floor would be another story. I hadn’t made it up there that afternoon and couldn’t determine from the outside of the house where the master bedroom was. I would just have to try every door, and I did. Six of them.  Three bedrooms, two closets, one bathroom and, finally, the room where our lovely, beloved teacher got beat up and then had to spend the night with her evil husband. And fuck him, of course, but I didn’t tell the others. I just didn’t want to get into it with…well, with Doohickey only. EEEEEK! Imagine talking about sex with that gross little boy. 

Now that makes me sick to my stomach, even as I write. 

Once I had identified the master bedroom I herded us a bit back into the hallway. I took the knapsack off my back and opened it slowly and carefully. I unwrapped each knife and handed them carefully to Cassie, Sabrina, Doohickey, Mickey and Gail, which was the order in which we would stab Mr. Graham. I put my knapsack back on my back and then we all leaned in for a huddle. I said, “If anyone wants to back out now, that’s fine. Just say so.” We all looked at Doohickey, hoping he would ask to leave. To our disappointment he didn’t. Instead he said: 

“I would like to say a poem I came up with for tonight.” 

“Shut the fuck up Doohickey,” Cassie said softly but angrily. I was hoping she would hit him but she didn’t. The “f” word was enough. We were young and didn’t use profanity so much, and none of us would ever use it in Mrs. Graham’s class. We just wouldn’t. We respected her too much. I said: 

“Let’s go. Single file.” Then we broke our huddle, stood up, faced the Grahams’ bedroom and saw Mr. Graham standing in front of it, in his pajamas, watching us. I couldn’t see his face or expression, but determined he was angry when he shouted: 

“What the fuck are you doing in my HOUSE???” At once Doohickey screamed and I raised my knife, charged Mr. Graham and stabbed him right in his tinkle. Then I screamed: 
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“RUN!!!” 

I turned around and ran…no, flew down the hall and down the stairs and Mr. Graham, bleeding from his groin but likely not feeling it he was in such a rage, ran after me. Behind him, Mickey, still holding, Gail, ran to the end of the hall and up stairs that led to the third floor. Behind them, Cassie and Doohickey made to run but Sabrina stopped them. “In here,” she told me later she said, and the three of them went inside the master bedroom to find Mrs. Graham putting a robe on over her nightgown. She saw her three students and gasped. 

“What’s going on? What are you doing here?” Doohickey was too scared to speak and Cassie, normally a loud mouth, couldn’t think of how to explain it. That left Sabrina to say, slowly: 

“We came to stab your husband to death.” The she held up her steak knife. Cassie and Doohickey did, too. The former added: 

“Like in ‘Murder on the Orient Express,’” as if referencing the popular movie made it all OK. 

Mrs. Graham staggered backwards she was so stunned, and nearly fell. Sabrina and Cassie approached and led her to a chair. When she could speak she said: 

“Who’s with you?” Doohickey found his voice and said: 

“Christian Gallagher. It’s all his fault. He made us do it.” 

“Christian,” our teacher said, remembering my afternoon visit. 

“And Mickey and Gail,” Doohickey added. 

“GAIL!” Mrs. Graham flew into a rage. “Who brought Gail here?” 

“Mickey!” shouted Doohickey. 

“Shut the fuck up, Doohickey,” Cassie said for the second time. Mrs. Graham stood up and said: 

“I need to call the police.” Cassie found the phone and yanked it out of the wall. 

“No way, I’m not going to jail.” As if! 

“We’ve got to save Christian,” Sabrina said. “He stabbed your husband in the penis and he chased him downstairs.” 

“Christian stabbed my husband???” Why was Mrs. Graham surprised, I asked Cassie and Sabrina, when they told me of this conversation. 

“Yes, he did,” said Doohickey. “I told him not to. I told him I didn’t want to come but he made me. He said he’d stab me if I didn’t.” Cassie went after Doohickey with her knife, but Sabrina got between them. Mrs. Graham grabbed Cassie and dragged her away. 
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“Everyone throw your knives under the bed,” she said. Everyone did. “Where is Christian?” she asked Sabrina. 

“Downstairs. Your husband’s after him.” 

“Where’s Mickey and Gail?” 

“He carried her upstairs,” Sabrina said. Mrs. Graham spent a moment thinking and then said: 

“You three stay here.” She repeated, to Cassie and Sabrina, “I mean it!” Then she flew out the bedroom door and down the hall. At the staircase she looked down, then up, then down and went down. 

Upstairs, on the third floor, Mickey stuffed Gail’s tiny body inside his shirt and stuck her feet down the front of his pants. He did this because he was going to get her out of that house by climbing out a window and down the front of it. And he did, thanks to some textured protruding blocks and rocks, a second floor balcony, the iron bars over a window, and the decorative rows of wood. 

While Mickey and Gail were climbing and Sabrina was explaining, Mr. Graham was chasing me through the first floor, and the only reason he didn’t catch me was because of the blood loss he was experiencing thanks to my having stabbed him in his winkie. As I recall, we went down the stairs, across the foyer, into and through the dining room, into and through the kitchen, out to the patio, into the first floor guest room, back across the foyer into the living room, around a couch and back out into the foyer, and back into the dining room for another lap. There was a den but I thought it only had one entrance and it was small and I thought Mr. Graham could grab me more easily in it, so I didn’t go in there. When I was back in the living room I tried running around the couch again, but he wasn’t having it. Mr. Graham picked up a fireplace poker that was almost long enough to nail me as we played musical chairs around the couch. He swiped at me twice before Mrs. Graham entered the room. She yelled “Boyd!” which I figured was his first name, having never heard it. He pointed the fire poker at her and said: 

“Stay out of this.” She approached him quickly, batting the poker away with her left hand. This totally enraged him, as if he could be any madder, and he grabbed the front of her nightgown with his left hand and threw her into the fireplace. This totally enraged me and I charged him again, intending to stab him in the crotch a second and, hopefully, fatal time. I was too close for him to strike me effectively with the poker, which he still held in his right hand. He didn’t grab me with his left, either, as I was holding my steak knife toward him and would have stabbed him through the hand. Instead he kicked my little body with what strength he still had and sent me flying into the fireplace next to his beaten wife. 

That was it for me. I had no wind and couldn’t breathe. Mrs. Graham was only semi-conscious, having hit her head against the bricks. And our backs were both bruised as we had landed on the 117	
  

large iron cradle that held logs. Mr. Graham raised the poker over me and I shut my eyes as I prepared to be bashed to death with it. Then I felt the weight of Mrs. Graham’s body as she rolled herself over and on top of me. She was going to take the blow for me. I tried to push her off and roll her back but she wasn’t budging. She kissed my cheek and waited for her husband to bring down the poker onto her back. 

Boyd Graham didn’t bring down the poker onto his wife’s back, or head, or my head or any part of either of us because someone snatched it out of his hand. Graham turned around to see which of my classmates was suddenly tall enough to do so and saw Colin Gallagher grip it with both hands and swing it like a baseball bat, into his head. 

I don’t know if the first blow killed Mr. Graham, or the sixth, or the fourteenth or twenty-fifth…OK, he didn’t bash the man’s head twenty-five times, but that was because Mrs. Graham stood up, approached and wrapped her arms around my brother so he would stop. He didn’t until she said, “Christian needs you,” which I didn’t because I was breathing again and, but for bruises on my torso and back, was in ship shape. 

Colin dropped the poker, took four steps to the fireplace, and fell to his knees next to me. Before he could ask I said, “I’m OK.” I struggled to stand up and he helped me. Then my brother saw me looking past him at Mrs. Graham, who had fallen to her knees next to her husband’s body. 

She looked at his mangled head and shook hers. Then she looked at us looking at her and said, 

“More cookies?” I laughed. Colin didn’t, but then, he had just killed a man. 

As the three of us stood up, Mickey entered the living room from…somewhere, holding his and Gail’s steak knives over his head. He saw us, saw Graham, and lowered the knives. Bless his heart, he had left Gail on a wicker chair on the front porch and come in to save us. I thanked him by indicating the knives and saying, “I need to collect those.” I laughed again and Mrs. Graham smiled. Colin remained stone-faced. 

Mrs. Graham took Colin’s hand and mine and said to Mickey, “Please get Sabrina, Cassie and Doohickey from my bedroom. Make sure they have their knives. Where’s Gail?” Mickey told her and she said, “Please get her, too.” Mickey booked out of the room and Mrs. Graham led my brother and me into the kitchen and indicated stools. Colin remained standing and so did I, because he was too jazzed to sit and my chest and back hurt too much. Mrs. Graham took a bottle of milk out of her refrigerator and put it down on the wooden table. Then she said to Colin, 

“We’re going to have to get everyone home without their parents finding out they were here.” He nodded. “Then I’m going to light a fire in the fireplace that’s going to engulf the room and kill my husband.” He nodded again. I said: 

“I don’t know if I can ride my bike home,” and my brother said: 

“I drove the Volks.” Mrs. Graham found a large saucepan and poured the milk into it. 
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“How come?” I asked. She put it on the stove to heat. 

“I followed you to the Landon’s. Then I saw you all bike away. I knew where you were going.” 

Mrs. Graham said, gently: 

“Why didn’t you stop them?” Colin paused, and said: 

“Because I wanted them to kill your husband. Everyone in Rowaneck knew he was hitting you. I wanted him to die.” They shared an intense look that contained an element of shared attraction, which I wasn’t in the mood to see, so I said: 

“What took you so long to get here?” Colin looked from Mrs. Graham to me and said: 

“I went back home and got the keys to the Volks. I had to open the garage door,” which was noisy, “without anyone hearing. Then I had to put it in neutral and back it out of the garage and down the driveway.” No small task for a single thirteen year-old. “I got it onto the street and then realized I had the wrong keys.” He continued his explanation as my five classmates entered the kitchen. Doohickey opened his mouth to carry on about…everything, and I said: 

“You are not to say another word tonight or ever about what went on here.” He closed his mouth and then opened it again, which forced me to say, “Colin, please kill him, too.” My brother wasn’t putting up with any of Doohickey’s nonsense, either, and said: 

“Just let me get the poker.” Doohickey shut his mouth and held his hands up toward my brother, begging him not to. 

No one said anything. Not Doohickey, Cassie, Sabrina, Mickey or Gail. Our adventure suddenly wasn’t exciting and exhilarating any more. Mr. Graham was dead and Colin killed him, though he likely would have bled out from the wound in his groin. Mrs. Graham laid out five mugs and a paper Dixie cup and poured warm milk into each one. Before distributing them she pointed at a breakfast table behind us and said, “Everyone put your knives on that table.” For a moment I thought mine was still in the fireplace. Then I looked down at my right hand and saw that I was holding it so tightly my knuckles were white. The six of us approached the table and put our knives down. “Are all six there, Christian?” I counted and said: 

“Yes.” Then Mrs. Graham handed a mug to everyone but Gail, to whom she handed the paper cup. 

“Please drink this. You’ll feel better.” I wasn’t thirsty and I never drank warm milk without chocolate Quick in it. Still, I obeyed my teacher because I would have done anything she asked. 

Drinking warm milk, mixed with something I now realize, was the last thing I remember about that night. 
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I called Colin, some night in early August that summer of 2011, and asked, casually, “What happened after Mrs. Graham knocked us out with the milk she drugged?” He sighed heavily and said: 

“Can I call you back in an hour? We’re telling Sam that if he’s going to grow pot in his bedroom he’s going to have to pay part of the electric bill.” I laughed because I knew he was completely serious. 

“I’ve waited decades so I suppose another hour is doable.” An hour later Colin said: 

“She hypnotized all of you. Except Gail. She was afraid to dope her because of her condition. 

She told her she was going to do it to the others and that it was for the best. Gail said she understood and thanked her.” Gail thanked Mrs. Graham for letting her remember the first time she rode a bicycle. 

While Mrs. Graham was advising five sleepy students to forget what happened that night, an effort so successful we forgot the entire year and even her name, Colin packed all the bicycles in the Volkswagen, which he brought for that purpose. Then, he and Mrs. Graham carried us out one by one and loaded us in the bus. They crossed Rowaneck and its unincorporated section and dropped off Mickey first. Colin had to lift him in a fireman’s carry because he was a big seven year-old and my brother was only a regular-sized thirteen year-old. He left him on a bench on the house’s front porch. He could tell his father and grandmother he wound up there after sleepwalking or something. It didn’t matter, so long as he didn’t say, “I spent the night running away from Mr. Graham, who was bleeding from his penis, and carried Gail down the exterior wall of his three-story house.” Cassie and her bike got left on her front porch, then Doohickey, then Sabrina and both her and her mother’s bike. Then Gail, who had asked to be dropped off last, I think because in spite of the tragedy of her teacher’s spousal abuse, it was the most exciting night of her life and she wanted it to last as long as possible. Colin carried her inside her still open first floor bedroom window, tucked her in, and kissed her goodnight on the forehead. 

“That was sweet,” I said to him. 

“She was sweet,” he said. 

Mrs. Graham, who by the way drove the Volks, went from Gail’s house back to her own. Before she got out she and Colin got it on. Of course. I describe it crudely, though I could have used the 

“f” word and didn’t. They kind of made love, I guess, though they didn’t know each other past his delivering her newspaper. They had both gone through something traumatic and they needed each other.  I understand and don’t mind that they did it in front of me. 

The second grade teacher whom I loved, saved and had forgotten, got out of the bus, went inside her house and lit a fire in the fireplace. Then she pushed her husband’s corpse into it. When she was satisfied he was burning steadily, she dragged his body back out with the poker he had tried 120	
  

to kill me and her with. Her effort led to the fire spreading to a rug, the couch and the rest of the room and, ultimately, the entire house. She didn’t call the police or fire department. She left that to the neighbor who then approached the house to see if she had escaped. He found her sitting on the rear deck in a robe stained with soot, her arms wrapped around herself. He led her from the house to the street and they waited for the fire and policemen. 

“They didn’t nail her for murder or arson,” Colin said. I didn’t think anyone would. In fact, I imagined Police Chief Minnetti and the fire chief nodding knowingly to each other as they filled out a joint report indicating the fire that caused Boyd Graham’s death was accidental. This was Rowaneck, Mrs. Graham had fresh and hideous bruises on her back, and no one liked a wife beater. 

Colin brought me home, carried me up to my room and put me to bed. He didn’t tell me he also kissed me on my forehead, but I like to imagine he did. Then he put my bike and the Volks inside the garage. 

Then he sucked down a half dozen of my father’s beers so he could go to sleep. He didn’t offer that information. I asked. I said, “Is that when you started drinking?” 

“Christian,” Colin said, kindly warning me off the subject. 

“Colin,” I kindly demanded an answer. He told me, honestly: 

“I would have anyway. I got the gene that makes me vulnerable to it. Killing Mr. Graham was the trigger.” A wave…no, an anvil of guilt crashed on my head. Though Colin couldn’t see or hear it, he knew it had happened. “It’s not your fault.” I didn’t answer, because I was stifling sobs. “It’s not your fault, Christian. You, your friends and I saved Mrs. Graham’s life that night. 

He would have hit her too hard one night and killed her if you hadn’t gone after him.” I continued to struggle and my darling brother said again, “It’s not your fault.” I pulled myself together and said: 

“I wish I could have seen Mrs. Graham after that. Sometime.” Colin didn’t say anything, and his silence told me something significant. I gasped and said: 

“Really?” 

“We had a daughter.” I let out the mother-of-all gasps and said: 

“OH MY GOD, Colin, I only thought you were going to say you saw her again.” My brother paused and said: 

“Ooops.” 

“Where is she?” 
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“St. Petersburg.” 

“Fabulous, I’ll visit her tomorrow.” 

“Russia.” 

“Why???” 

“She studied there, fell in love and got married.” 

“Who else knows?” 

“No one,” he said, and then corrected himself. “Joan.” 

“Naturally.” We were silent for a moment and I said, “Send me a picture of her, won’t you.” He said he would and then I said, because my brother didn’t seem to want to talk further about the daughter he had with Mrs. Graham, and because it needed mentioning: 

“Gail wasn’t supposed to make it to ten.” 

“And she lived until thirteen,” said Colin, whose knowledge of my classmate I understood. 

“It was because of Mickey,” I said, recalling that they were in each other’s classes for the rest of grammar school and most of the same classes in junior high. And on nice days he biked miles out of his way to pick her up and take her to school in the basket of the bicycle Sabrina gave him. 

Later, Gail’s parents paid for him to go to the Lillian Langford School of Ballroom Dancing where he, and others including me, but mostly he, held Gail in his arms and did the fox trot, waltz, rumba, and every other dance with her. 

“May I tell Linden about…” 

“Christina,” Colin said and I burst into tears. 
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Chapter 12:  Buck 

Jack Patterson found Buck. He e-mailed me his address and I sent him a check for his work. And my summer of violence that was set off by Billy’s suicide, Knucklehead’s attack and my discovering the “Murder on the Orient Express” poster came to a head. 

Everything was leading to my killing Buck for having released the superior mutts that morning years ago, thereby causing four puppy deaths, Gatsby’s disappearance and probable death, and Lotto’s near-death. A summer I spent writing an “Orient Express” episode of “Winter Key,” 

penning a movie wherein my foster kid friends enter a big expensive house and get killed, torching Puppy Love, crippling two Lady Lake teenage punks and slashing Leo and Lance Brody’s abs was going to have, as its finale, my killing Buck Adams. 

I was doing it alone, which was OK. I had mentioned Buck’s name to Linden and others that summer and no one was hot to get him except Kevin, who would have come with me had I asked. I didn’t. I didn’t want to put him at risk of being caught and prosecuted. I would tell him about it after, when I got back or years later. I would tell him. 

If Rhoda Rage Feinman were still alive she would have gone with me, and brought Kevin. Yeah, the three of us would have gone. She wasn’t there, though, and I was going to do it for the three of us, for Jiggly, Wiggly, Gatsby and the two bulldog pups. It was just easier, and I had rage enough for all of us. 

It’s hard to write this part, as hard as it has been to write anything so far. Harder because it requires describing my having lied to Linden.  I told him Ray from Sultan Springs’ Superior Bodies had a stroke and I was going to drive up there to see him and stay overnight or two nights. My husband said “OK,” right away and it hurt to hear. Every moment I spent at home between telling Linden this and leaving was extremely uncomfortable. I couldn’t look at him because I was afraid he would see the lie on my face. Ditto the kids. Even Herod and The Whore of Babylon seemed to me to be on to me. “Liar,” I imagined The Whore of Babylon saying to me with her eyes as she settled on the pillows between Linden and me the night before I left. 

“Tell the guys I said hi,” Linden said to me as he kissed me goodbye. 

“I will,” I said. Then I added, “I love you,” because I did. My husband, the man I loved and didn’t deserve replied, simply: 

“I love you, too.” I kissed the babies, the beagles, the mutts and Linden again and then I left, not for Sultan Springs, but for Lee County, Alabama. 

I listened to several books on tape as I drove and I forgot their names and their plots right away; indeed, I may not have even heard them. I arrived late at night and checked into a motel with cash. I tried to go to sleep and couldn’t. I went to a convenience store and bought cigarettes, the first pack I had purchased in years. I took three drags of one and put it out. I left the pack 123	
  

containing nineteen unsmoked cigs next to the garbage can outside the store for someone to find and enjoy. I went back to the motel and watched TV, a regional early morning news show. Then I drifted off to sleep. 

I didn’t call Linden at all, which was odd for me when I was away from him. I didn’t want to have to lie to him again. 

I woke up at eight a.m. Friday morning. It was late for me to sleep, though I wouldn’t describe what I had done as sleeping. I went back to the convenience store for coffee and noticed that the cigarettes I had left a few hours before had been claimed. I bought a magazine and newspaper and read them by the motel’s tiny, empty pool. At nine-thirty I checked out and drove to Buck’s house. Patterson told me he worked for the county but not as what. I figured he would be at work on a Friday morning, leaving me free to do recon at his house. I brought a knife with me because I was going to stab him to death, by the way. If he was there I would talk my way into his home, tell him I was on my way to a new club opening and wanted to ask his forgiveness. He would offer me coffee and while he was pouring it I would stab him between his shoulder blades. Not badly enough for him to die. Just enough to terrify and incapacitate him. I would strike the fatal blow, through his heart, facing him, looking into his eyes while he looked into mine. 

Oh yeah. I was ready. So ready I was actually hoping I would find a car in his driveway so I could murder him right away and get on the road home. I was ready and calm as I approached Buck’s house, and then I came as close as I ever have to having a heart attack because, you see, as I came upon the little bungalow with peeling white paint and a rusted metal roof, I saw not Buck’s car or Buck or winged monkeys playing croquet in his front yard, but something I expected less. 

I saw my sister Joan. 

Yeah. 

Joan Gallagher. 

My sister was rocking on Buck’s front porch sipping coffee and enjoying the morning so comfortably it appeared she had lived there all her fifty-nine years. 

Was Joan fifty-nine? When did that happen? 

She saw me approach slowly in my Miata, holding my left hand against my chest as I struggled for breath and tried to keep my eyes focused. She waved at me with a smile so big and filled with love I calmed down immediately. Then she got up and walked down the house’s small front path as I pulled over. “Good morning, Christian,” she said as I rolled down the passenger side window. 



124	
  

“Was I so obvious?” I asked, “or did you have a vision?” She answered by sticking her head inside the car, yanking on my ponytail and kissing me on the cheek. 

“Come have coffee with me,” she said. Then she turned and went back on the porch and inside the house, again, as if it were hers. 

I backed the Miata into Buck’s gravel driveway and shut it off. I took a couple of deep breaths and got out. Joan came back out of the house with two steaming mugs of coffee and handed me one as I ascended three steps onto the porch. She indicated adjacent rocking chairs and sat down on the one she had occupied. I took the other and sipped my coffee. 

How very strange that after my initial shock I was completely calm. I wasn’t scared or nervous or even embarrassed. That’s how much my sister loved me. She said: 

“Remember when Mom was raped. In New Orleans?” It was the last thing I expected my sister, who was the last person I expected to find at Buck Owen’s house in Lee County, Alabama, to say. This was because in spite of my having realized it months after my own rape, I had still never discussed it with anyone but…my nephew Kieran, actually. And Linden, of course. 

Nevertheless I said, simply: 

“Yes.” 

“I was there when it happened.” This made me look from the road in front of Buck’s house to my sister’s face. Yeah, she was sixty, and she wore it well. She continued, “I wasn’t in New Orleans. 

I was home, on the phone with Mom.” Oh, Jeez. “She had spilled something on her dress during dinner at the hotel and went to the room to change. Before she returned to the dining room she called the house to say hi, to me, Grandma, Rose and Deirdre.” My heart began to pound and my hand to shake too badly to hold the mug. “Grandma was changing Deirdre when the phone rang. 

I knew it was Mother so I answered it.” I wrapped my hands around my stomach, looked at the floor of the porch and rocked hard. “She said hello and asked me how I was. I told her I was fine but Deirdre made a big mess and Grandma was cleaning her. I asked her if she and Dad were having a good time on their vacation and she hesitated.” I rocked and breathed and stared at the floor. “That’s when he entered the room.” Joan paused, because she had to. I wanted to tell her to get it over with and then it occurred to me her describing the event was harder than my listening to it. A few more moments and she continued, “Mother said, ‘I love you Joan,’ and I said I loved her, too. She said, ‘I love you and Rose and Deirdre. You’ll always know that, and you’ll tell them, won’t you?’ I said I would. ‘And Daddy and Grandma. I love all of you.’ I said we all loved her, too and she said, ‘I have to go, I love all of you, Joan,’ and then she hung up.” I wasn’t crying, but I felt it in my stomach. Joan wasn’t crying, either, which was my third surprise of a day that would have many more. “Mom and Dad came back three days later, and she was badly beat up. She and Dad said she was in a car accident. That’s what they told me and Rose in front of Grandma. I played along. Later,” she began crying then, “they went back to New Orleans, with Grandma.” She cried harder, so much that she couldn’t go on. I said: 
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“To enjoy the vacation they had missed.” It sounded wrong as I said it. Joan shook her head, sucked it up and said…drawled, really: 

“This is where it gets good.” 

“Hah!” I said, because her delivery was so Gena Rowlands. 

“When Mother was in the hospital and she and Dad were giving statements to the police, she said the black hotel employee who raped her was not to be beaten to death or lynched.” I gasped and she added, “Of course she had broken his arm, knocked out his teeth and cracked three ribs, so there wasn’t much more they could do.” I gasped again and howled. Joan laughed, too, as I said: 

“Of course, she did.” My mother had been a tomboy, was a big woman and probably a big lesbian, too, and she fought her attacker, hard. She lost, but he went away missing teeth. 

“The three of them went back to the city to see the mayor.” Fuck! “They just marched right into his office.” Naturally. “Mother told him that she was holding him personally responsible for the man’s safety, that she was the one he hurt and no one else, and that made it her choice.” It works for me. Joan said the following quickly, before tears made her incapable of speaking again, “She said it was her choice and she had forgiven him.” She bawled and I brought my feet up to my chest, holding them tight with my arms as I continued to rock. 

Yup, Irene Dunne had nothing on Joan Hanson Gallagher. 

“What did the mayor of New Orleans say when Mom told him the man wasn’t to be harmed?” I asked my sister, because I really wanted to know what a southern politician, circa 1958, would say to a white Yankee woman who had been raped in his city and had told him to protect her black attacker. 

“His initial response was something like,” my sister affected a Boss Hogg accent, “’Madam, I appreciate your high-mindedness, but we’ve got a way of dealing with things like this in my city, and you just don’t give this man another thought.’” 

“Hah!” I said as I imagined how my mother would respond to that bit of nonsense. 

“She grabbed him by the lapels of his seersucker suit and said, ‘That man gets beat up, and you get beat up. He gets crippled and you get crippled. He gets lynched and you get lynched. Any questions?’” 

“Hah!” I said, and then continued to say it as I clapped and shook my feet in the air. “What did he say? What did he say???” Joan smiled, affected the southern accent again and said: 

“’You’re the boss!’” 

My mother was indeed the boss. 
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“Jonas Locke,” was William Jr.’s biological father’s name, “had been safe up until then because Mom and Dad told the cops to keep him safe. I think they thought they wanted him healthy for when they arranged their own fatal punishment. He remained alive and safe because the mayor wanted to remain alive and safe.” 

“I love that he told her she was the boss. I love that they went back.” 

“Of course, they went back, Christian,” Joan said, forcing me to consider that they went back to New Orleans to forgive Jonas Locke and I was in Alabama to exact a fatal punishment on Buck Owen. I didn’t want to talk about Buck with Joan, as we sat on his porch and drank his coffee. I wasn’t ready to. Specifically I wasn’t ready for her to tell me to forgive him for letting Mambo kill Jiggly-Puff, Wiggly-Tuff and the two bulldog puppies and lose Gatsby, who probably died, too. 

“How much time did he do?” Joan took a sip of coffee and said: 

“Mother visited him once a year for ten.” I stopped rocking and looked at her, hard. She nodded. 

“She went every year between Thanksgiving and Christmas, always alone and always with a picture of William Jr.” Holy fuck! I held my chest again and my vision got blurry. I held my head between my knees because I thought I would faint. It took my forty-five seconds to recover, but it seemed longer. Because talking about Buck was easier than imagining my mother visiting her attacker, because I couldn’t comprehend even her being that extraordinary, I said: 

“So you don’t want me to kill Buck.” I had determined by then that I wouldn’t. The moment I saw my sister on his porch I knew it wasn’t going to happen. Joan was a nut but her judgment was still tons better than mine. She said: 

“Christian, you’ve killed before and I’ve never stopped you,” which means, of course, that she saw each murder coming…was she that good? “Yes,” she said, “I am that good.” A huge gasp and she continued, “I will love you,” she paused, “we all will love you if you do this. I just wanted you to hear about Mother and Jonas Locke before you did anything.” I thought about this and then I said: 

“What happened to him?” Joan rocked in her chair and said, simply: 

“He had a family, grandchildren, and he died,” a beat, “of a stroke,” another beat, “the same day Mother did.” It was too much and I had to get up. As I did Joan brought a cell phone to her face and said: 

“He’s ready.” I paced the porch as I absorbed all the information my sister had given me, including and especially the news that they died the same day. I considered its significance, and if it was significant. Then I wondered to whom Joan was speaking and asked: 

“Who was that?” Joan looked past me to the road and said: 
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“Kevin.” I turned around and saw Kevin pull into Buck’s driveway in the Lady Lake Doggie Refuge van. I turned back to my sister and asked: 

“Who else is visiting Lee County, Alabama, today?” She said, with no emotion: 

“Matthew, Bentley, Samia,” she paused, “Colin,” Colin, “and Linden.” I hadn’t felt shame until she said his name. I continued to feel badly even as she added, lightly, “The twins wanted to come but I told them to continue enjoying the South Pole.” I would have said “Hah!” again had I not felt so deeply ashamed about Linden. “It’s OK, Christian,” Joan said as Kevin joined us on the porch. 

“Ready?” Kevin asked us. Joan nodded and the two of us followed him to the van. I would have asked where we were going but I thought it was better just to let their plan unfold. 

Kevin dropped Joan off at the motel at which I had such a hard time sleeping. “See you later,” 

she said, casually, and I just nodded. Then, in silence, Kevin drove me to Lee County Animal Control at the corner of which Samia waited for us. Kevin pulled next to her and she got in after putting out the cigarette she was smoking. 

“Thanks for them,” she said, indicating the pack I had bought and left for someone else. I was beyond gasping and just smiled. She sat on the first bench, which generally wasn’t there. Kevin and Siobhan must have stuck it back in the vehicle before he left Lady Lake. 

Kevin pulled into the animal control parking lot. It was a one-story concrete block and metal building in the middle of five or so acres that also contained an area for horses and, to my surprise, llamas. I wanted to know why we were there but I wasn’t asking. I should have figured it out. I should have, but I was too stupid. 

Kevin parked and Samia gestured for us to switch places with her. She sat shotgun and faced me. 

I sat on the bench and looked at her. Kevin continued to sit in the driver’s seat and looked ahead. 

Samia said, “Christian, I’m going to be quick, because there is something else you need to do today.” I should have known what it was but, again, I was too stupid. “After Buck got out of jail and let your dogs out of the building, and some of them died, I went after him.” Of course she did. I’m saying of course a lot. “I found him in a motel on Key West. He was hanging from a rope tied to the shower nozzle. He was trying to hang himself. I stopped him.” There went my chest again, and vision. It was one bomb after another. “We spent a week together sorting him out. I did some research and discovered Lee County was still gassing its unwanted dogs. I arranged a grant, which I renew every year, for a full-time employee whose only job is to euthanize these precious creatures gently, without fear. With compassion and with love.” I burst into tears because I knew that is how Buck had spent the last six years. 

I have always maintained, even before I got Drucilla and loved dogs, that it took a very special, extraordinary and, really, heroic person to euthanize eight million homeless dogs in the United 128	
  

States each year. To do it without being destroyed by it or becoming mean or callous in order to protect yourself…to spend your days euthanizing…killing dogs and cats that are frightened and confused, who have been abused and abandoned… 

Buck was one of these people. One of these…I can’t believe I’m using this word to describe him, heroic people. 

“Why, Samia?” I asked, not about Buck, who was clearly doing penance. “Why didn’t you just take him out?” It wasn’t said with malice or disdain. It was to lead her to her point, which I knew would be as important to me as the one my sister had made earlier. She said: 

“Because I helped everyone at that club but him. You, those little things in their silly shorts. 

Marty, Oakley,” with the acne, I remember, “the retarded boy with the terrible uncle.” She didn’t need to go on and didn’t. “I rescued so many people. You and I did. But we didn’t rescue Buck. 

He needed help as desperately as the others. More than many. More than most.” She didn’t need to go on and didn’t. I said: 

“I drove him to it.” Samia didn’t say anything, feeling complicit. Kevin, usually so low-key and silent, said, with unusual passion: 

“No Christian, you didn’t. He’s an adult. He knows what’s right and wrong. He knows it’s wrong to kill innocent dogs in order to hurt you. You hurt his feelings. So what. He needed to get a life. 

Not hurt dogs and puppies. Fuck him.” Kevin was speaking from the heart and in condemning Buck encouraged me to defend him. I did only by saying: 

“He tried to hang himself.” The three of us were silent for as many moments. “And he’s been making up for it for six years by giving animals gentle deaths rather than terrifying ones.” Three more moments and Kevin said, calmer: 

“I know. I just learned that, though, and I’m not down with it, yet.” 

How strange that I was down with it, immediately. Maybe I wanted to be. Samia asked, “Shall I introduce you to Marvin Panagopoulus?” 

“He’s using his real name?” I asked. 

“For six years.” Samia got out of the van and I did, too. Before I let her lead me inside the building I said to Kevin: 

“Thank you for coming.” He looked at me hard and said: 

“I thought I was coming to help you, Christian.” It seemed I wasn’t the only one Joan, Samia and…Linden needed to save. 

“You are, Kevin.” He scowled because he was crying. 
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“And what would Rhoda do if she was here?” I thought for a moment, and then another, about Rhoda and about the bodies of Jiggly and Wiggly and the puppies, whose bodies she and I saw, wept over and buried. Then I said, because I was nothing but honest, that day: 

“I think she would have killed him.” Kevin nodded, and wept, because he saw all of them, too. 

He would need time. He would come to terms, as I was coming to them. He would need more time. Or maybe he would kill Buck himself. I didn’t have time to think of it then. I had dogs to help Marvin Panagopoulus euthanize. 

Samia took my arm and led me inside the building. She nodded to the volunteers behind the front counter and led me past it, through offices and kennels and to a door on whose nob a “do not disturb” tag hung. 

I began shaking violently. Samia knocked gently and then wrapped her arms around me. It took Buck a few minutes to open the door, as he was letting an older poodle someone had dropped off the week before, go…somewhere. 

I had never seen such a transformation in anyone as I saw in Buck Adams. He was slim, first of all. A good forty pounds lighter than when I knew him. He no longer shaved his head. Instead while it remained bald on top it had grown in on the sides and in the back. It was gray and he kept it buzzed. His lighter weight brought out some definition in his face, but while he wasn’t Linden Midwinter chiseled, his features were sharper. He also wore glasses, behind which both eyes looked at me directly. Samia later told me she paid to have his wandering eye corrected. 

Buck looked at me with a soft expression, and said nothing. He wasn’t angry or scared or ashamed; indeed, I couldn’t read anything in his face. Maybe he wasn’t there; that is, maybe he went someplace to do what he had to do and he hadn’t returned. Then he said, softly, “Hi Christian.” 

“Hi Buck.” He smiled ironically and said: 

“I haven’t been called that in a while.” 

“Not since my last visit,” Samia said. “And would you please let me get your vision corrected?” 

She spoke to him so familiarly. It was strange and almost surreal. And good. She went inside the small windowless room and saw the old girl Buck had just let go. 

“What a darling,” she said, bending over her and stroking her white coat. “Who made you do this to her without being present?” Buck said: 

“I have it recorded.” Apparently, Samia followed up by making blistering phone calls to the deadbeats who dropped off their sick and elderly dogs for someone else to kill. 

“Good, darling.” Samia calling Buck darling, and with affection…She picked the dog up and held her to her chest, kissing her. “Buck let you go happily, sweet girl.” I thought I would cry as 130	
  

I watched my friend cuddle and comfort the dog who was no longer there. Then I noticed a familiar image hanging on the wall behind her. It was Drucilla, and me, a picture of the two of us in the back yard of my house shortly after I moved in. Dan Green took it during a visit he and Susie made to see our new place. My first house. Drucilla’s and my house. She sat looking at the camera with a happy, happy face and I crouched behind her wrapping both arms around her. She was never happier and neither was I. A plaque above the picture said, “Drucilla’s Room,” and underneath it was written something I said about her to Samia when I told her she died. It was, 

“She would have been very happy to be my only dog, but she was so patient when I brought more and more home. They took my attention and were sometimes aggressive toward her out of fear or from abuse. But she was always patient because she knew I had a kiss, a tummy rub and an ‘I love you’ for her every day of her life.” 

I lost it there. Samia held me as I cried for my first, best girl, while Buck excused himself to get a litter of puppies whose stray mother died giving birth to them and whom he would send to be with her. As he brought them in Samia said, “Pull it together, you can’t let them see you sad.”  I pulled myself together faster than anyone ever has. Buck spread out a towel and put the box of eight mutt puppies on top of it. Then he watched them climb out of the box and explore the room and play with each other. In thirty minutes they would all be dead and I couldn’t think about it because I had to make the last moments of their lives happy. Buck and I had to, together. Samia said, “I have to go. The rest of us are walking dogs, and bathing them.” My face asked who and she answered, “Joan, Colin, Matthew, Kevin, Bentley, whom I fucked last night and will fuck again tonight,” Buck and I laughed. She leaned toward my right ear and whispered, “and your wonderful husband, who looks forward to seeing and loving you when your work here is done.” 

She kissed me, kissed Buck, kissed each of the puppies and left. 

Buck Adams and I put three litters of puppies to sleep that day. And thirty-three adults. All ages, all breeds, in all conditions. We played with all of them in a way that suggested we were going to be their new daddies. Then we let them go with that thought fresh in their happy, relieved hearts. 

We didn’t speak of the past, of the club, my teasing, his attack, the pups Mambo killed. We didn’t talk about the future, either. We spent the afternoon loving on dogs, some of whom had never had any love at all, and letting them go with that taste in their mouths. 

Samia collected me that evening at seven-thirty, and I found saying goodbye to Buck extremely difficult. We sort of stood up next to each other, the beautiful red nosed pit we had just let go at our feet. I didn’t want to cry anymore. I was done with that. I was weary of it. I didn’t know what to do, though, or say. I didn’t know if I should shake Buck’s hand or wish him luck or tell him I was sorry. His body language suggested he didn’t, either. Finally, Samia took him by the shoulders and said, “You’re an angel, you know.” He gave her a quick embrace and said: 

“No, Samia. You are.” 

“OK, you’re right,” she said. 
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“OK, so are you,” he said. 

OMG, this was their standard farewell. They kissed each other’s cheeks and said brief goodbyes. 

Then Samia took the beautiful baby into her arms and left the room with her. When she was gone and the door was shut I said to Buck: 

“I hear you’re an angel.” He blushed and gestured toward the door with his chin: 

“Thanks to your friend, there.” A beat. Another, and then a third. 

“Can I come back some time?” Without hesitating Buck said: 

“Yes.” I nodded once and then turned around to go. Buck took a step toward me and then stopped. I know because I heard him. Then I turned around quickly and threw my arms around him. He returned my embrace and we held each other for several long moments. I said: 

“I’m sorry, Buck,” and he said: 

“So am I.” I kissed him on his cheek, hugged him again quickly and turned around. I opened the door, turned back again and said: 

“Thank you.” He nodded and smiled. Then I left. 

Outside the Lee County Animal Control building stood Samia, Joan, Kevin, Matthew, Colin, Bentley and Linden. Everyone but my husband put out the cigs they all were smoking and got in the van. Linden approached me and smiled at me with a great great joy that said he knew something wonderful happened to me and he was very happy for it. I opened my mouth to tell him I was sorry for lying to him and he shook his head, maintaining the joyful smile. “I don’t deserve you,” I said. 

“Yes, you do,” he said back. My husband hugged and kissed me and then took my hand. We walked to the van, the side door of which Colin opened from the inside. He and Matthew sat on the front bench. Kevin drove and Joan sat shotgun. Samia and Bentley were sitting on blankets in the back, tickling each other and I’m not kidding. Colin held his arm out for me and said, “We’re going to Jersey to kill Ray Hollander. Wanna come?” I took my brother’s hand and we acknowledged having saved each other’s lives almost forty years before in the Graham’s gigantic house. 

“Only if I get to be Lauren Bacall.” My brother shook his head and hauled me inside, guiding me to sit on the front bench between him and Matthew. 

“Can’t,” said our little brother, “Thomas already called it.” Linden climbed in and joined the tickle fest in the back…Linden AND Bentley tickling anyone! Only Samia could arrange that. 

The hits kept coming! 
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“He’s meeting us there,” Joan said of Thomas. “With William Jr., Rosalie and Sean.”  Colin said: 

“We’re going to tie him up and each stab him someplace that isn’t fatal.” Matthew added: 

“Then Rosalie’ll jab him through the heart.” I asked: 

“Did she call it?” 

We were so matter-of-fact, perhaps because we had done it so often, or at least once. Kevin started the van and pulled out of the parking lot slowly. As he did I looked behind me at the goings-on in the back. The vehicle’s motion, however gentle, still caused Samia, Bentley and Linden to fall over each other, and they were laughing. Linden laughing was lovely. Bentley laughing was a strange and wonderful thing I hoped I would see again and again. 

Then, behind them, out the van’s rear window I saw Buck watching us go, holding what looked like a large Pekingese mix in his arms. He watched us pull away, smiling and laughing as the big bundle of fur in his arms licked his face as if it were the tastiest thing ever. 
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Chapter 13:  Epilogue 

We found Ray Hollander in the same house William Jr. and Colin had invaded months before to get Billy and his brothers’ baby pictures. I guess he thought that was all we wanted from him. 

Would that he had realized we just weren’t ready to take him out he would have packed up and left. We would have found him, though. No place was far enough to run and hide from my family. 

I was touched that Matthew included Bentley, Kevin, Samia and Linden in his killing of Billy’s father. “They had twelve people in that movie, didn’t they?” he said. It was more than reaching a number, though. My brother was aware of Linden and Samia’s sexual abuse and also knew they had killed. Kevin had bricked Chris Grace up in that outhouse and later dumped his body. My husband and friends had experience in killing evil people. Bentley had also helped kill Grace. 

More important, he had shown great kindness to Matthew’s sons. 

What neither Matthew nor I told Bentley Howard was that his sending Cate Blanchett’s autographed DVDs to Billy had triggered his first suicide attempt. In securing the autograph, he was in some way spoiling the fantasy that had kept the boy going. He couldn’t have known. 

None of us could. And my nephew’s suicide was inevitable. I believe that and so, I think, does Matthew. 

William Jr. and Rosalie secured Ray in his house. Specifically, they tied him to his bed. Unlike Richard Widmark’s character in “Murder on the Orient Express,” he was not drugged 

unconscious. My brother told me later, before he gagged him, that he pleaded for mercy, insisting he had been beaten and raped as a boy. William Jr. said, referencing Linden, Samia and Joelle, about whom he was also aware, and Billy himself, “I know four people who were raped as children and they don’t rape kids. You should have resisted. Now you will die.” 

“Please, no,” was the last thing Ray Hollander said clearly because William Jr. put the gag on him. The rest of us showed up within hours. Matthew and Rosalie determined the order in which we would stab him. Matthew, Billy’s dad, would go first and Rosalie, his mom, would bring up the rear, stabbing him a twelfth, final and fatal time. 

“Can I stab him in his penis?” I asked my brother and sister-in-law. They looked at each other and nodded. 

“Eleventh?” Matthew suggested. I nodded. 

“You can cut it off, if you want.” Rosalie said. The three of us agreed that’s what I would do. 

Unlike in the movie, where each of the characters entered Richard Widmark’s train compartment one at a time, the twelve of us stood around the single bed to which William Jr. and Rosalie had tied him, the bed in which he had raped Billy Gallagher for years. “No hitting any major arteries,” William Jr. said. Everyone understood. 
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Ray thrashed and pleaded with his eyes and through his gag. Whatever. Matthew stabbed him first in the stomach, not badly or deep. Just enough to get his attention. Then he handed the knife to William Jr., Sean, Thomas, Bentley, Linden, Samia, Kevin, Colin, Joan, me and, inviting her husband to hold the knife with her so they make that final stab together, Rosalie. 

After we were done we set the house on fire. Then we drove in three vehicles to Matthew’s house and toasted Billy. Among the things my family and I said about him was that he protected his brothers. He took a lot of shit and took care of them. He was resourceful. He was ballsy. He was more a Gallagher than a Hollander. He was one of us. 

Chris and John were not at my brother’s house when we got there. Susan and Deborah took them out to dinner and to the movies with Sam and maybe Lauren. Chris and John are Gallaghers, but in name only. I know I shouldn’t feel this way or say it, but they aren’t. They’re boring, which is forgivable, though barely. What really bothers me about them was how little they miss their brother and how little they appreciated him, if they did at all. Ray had never laid a hand on either of them and never entered their bedroom at night. He wasn’t nice to them but they didn’t seem to care. The boys were comfortable at his house. They were comfortable in their foster homes. They hated being on the run and living in a car and shoplifting to eat. They said this to Matthew and Rosalie, neither of whom explained how often Billy got slapped around and raped while they were sleeping soundly. They didn’t suggest that had Billy run away, and he had the skills and fortitude to survive on his own, they would have been beaten and sodomized. They also didn’t say that Billy had to rescue them in order to survive himself. Matthew said to me, “We will say something, in five years, or ten. They may get it or they may not. We’ll explain and we’ll see.” I wasn’t confident they would get it, and if they did wasn’t sure they would care. Chris and John Gallagher are ordinary human beings. It’s not their fault. They warrant no further comment. 

Mrs. Graham warrants further comment. 

When Linden and I got home from New Jersey a letter was waiting for me. It was from an attorney in Philadelphia. Inside was a hand written note from my second grade teacher. It said: My dear Christian, 



I didn’t leave my husband because, like your sister, I’m psychic [she got straight to the point, our Mrs. Graham]. I knew someone was going to kill him, freeing me and my father. 

When it happened I would take his money and open a shelter for battered women. 



I didn’t know it was going to be you, Christian. And your brother and the others. But you above all. I would have killed him myself had I known. I was young and untrained. I didn’t know it would be you. I also didn’t know, then, I was letting you and Sabrina know what I was enduring. I was untrained. 
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Thank you, Christian, for saving me and, ultimately, other abused women and children. 

My shelter has a kennel, so they didn’t have to leave their pets behind. I encourage other shelters in Philadelphia and elsewhere to have kennels, too. 



You’re extraordinary, Christian. Powerful and good. You always were and you always 

will be, and while your extraordinary brother Colin is the father of my daughter, Christina, you were the love of my life. 



















Always, 

















Drucilla 

Yeah, I remembered then, as I finished the note, that Mrs. Graham’s first name is Drucilla, the name of my first dog, who was and remains the love of my life. 



Two weeks later I entered a children’s hospital in upstate New York. I approached a receptionist and asked for Mickey Bridges. Fifteen minutes later my old classmate entered the lobby, surprised and happy but more happy. I smiled at him and said, “Hello Mickey.” It had been decades but I would have recognized him anywhere. He said: 

“Christian.” I held out my hand to shake his. He ignored it and embraced me. We hugged hard and long, and as he held me I thought of Gail, dead more than thirty years, and how safe and happy she must have felt in his arms. 

My friend and I sat down and I said, “Do you remember second grade?” Mickey thought about it and didn’t respond. “Drucilla Graham.” He thought some more, shook his head and said: 

“No, I don’t.” I smiled and said: 

“I’m going to tell you about second grade, Mickey. About our teacher and, more importantly, about the first time Gail Garaballo enjoyed a bike ride.” 
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