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Chapter 1 

Homefires 




I generally begin with an update on everyone I know or have mentioned, updates that lately have amounted to obituaries. Not so now, because when Linden and I relocated to Santa Fe, New Mexico, we couldn’t contact anyone. We did, however, enjoy a brief message of sorts from Bentley Howard, my former student and, then, former producer. 

He and his mother Rona wasted no time in cashing in on my latest notoriety, tasking their editors to create a three volume “Best of” DVD set featuring my best moments from 

“Lady Lake Doggie Refuge,” the always haunting “Maitlands of Montverde,” “Stable Boy,” though there wasn’t much of me on that, Garrett Abel’s having been a brat at the time and discouraging any on air participation from me, “Winter Key” and “An Elite Force.” 



In his first press conference, generally shy Bentley insisted that Linden and I kidnapped and re-homed motherless Ellie Becket because she was in danger from her father, as evidenced by the late Laurel Becket’s having given up a wealthy lifestyle to go underground with her. He even went so far as to say, “Todd Becket, your wife would be alive but for you. And my friends would be spending this evening at home with their own children. Please hang yourself and go straight to Hell.” Yup, Bentley said this. Linden and I saw this online on “E!” or “TMZ” or something. He continued, “Christian, Linden, Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia are being well looked after by a ton of godparents—including my mother!—and want for nothing but to see you again. They know you’re safe and that you had to leave to save someone else’s child. They love you and will wait as long as it takes to see you again.” Then Bentley described the product, that its proceeds would be shared by several women’s shelters that included, curiously, the one my second grade teacher Mrs. Graham opened after she set her husband’s corpse and house on fire and hit the road. I thought that was way cool. 



Bentley wound up the press event by advising viewers that, among the bonus features in disc three of “The Best of Christian Gallagher,” was an episode from the upcoming season of “Winter Key” in which I appear not as British spy Connor Ransom, but as Blythe Bannister, the sophisticated sister of Belinda, Beatrice and Babbette, “played by 

‘Comedy Central’s’ ‘The Three Twins.’” Then he added, “Stay safe and under the radar, Daddyo,” which touched me tremendously. Then Benltley took questions. Among them was: 



“Will your video contain the porno appearance Gallagher made on ‘Tricky Dicks?’” 

Bentley replied: 



“Sadly, no. That company wanted far too much money for the footage, funds that will be better spent helping women and children escape dangerous men like Todd Becket.” 

Linden paused the online video of the press conference at this point and said: 



“That’s the second time he’s mentioned Becket.” 



“Yes,” I acknowledged. 



2 



“Is it wise for him to do that?” my husband asked. I thought about it for two seconds and said: 



“No,” thought two more and added, “Not unless he wants to be sued for slander.” Linden raised an eyebrow. “You think?” He continued the video, in which Bentley took 

additional questions, only one of which referenced Becket. Nevertheless, he brought the man’s name up six more times, calling him a monster, murderer, dickless asswipe, and went so far as to say: 



“Ellie Becket is safe, fuckface.  You’ll never see her again. And no sane woman will ever bear you another child. You’re over.” I paused the video and said: 



“He’s deliberately provoking him into filing suit.” Linden nodded. 



“So Bentley’s attorney will depose him.” 



“And collect all kinds of background information during discovery that will become public record.” We looked at each other, smiling. 



“And maybe cause him to do something violent,” Linden suggested. I agreed. 



“Bentley’s putting himself out as bait in order for that freak to reveal himself and, thus, exonerate us.” 



“Wow,” Linden said, and then reminded me of the show Grayson, Blinka and our 

children put on for the press several weeks before. 



“I wonder who else we know will publicly condemn Becket?” 



Linden and I found out quickly as Bentley and Rona Howard shot public service 

announcements featuring every celebrity who knew us and uploaded them to the site on which they had launched “Lady Lake Doggie Refuge” and “An Elite Force.” They were taken from there, re-uploaded to youtube and posted to thousands of facebook and other social media pages, some created specifically to accuse Todd Becket, others condemning domestic and child abuse, and other personal and private ones. Blogs, too. All kinds. 



The first PSA featured The Three Twins, though I was only friends with Keith and Jim. 

Gerald and I never connected, as I’ve mentioned before, but our sometimes tense and adversarial relationship was never sufficiently interesting to describe. He stepped up, for the opportunity to continue appearing as Babbet Banister, a role that re-ignited his acting career, though he was always writing for something. Of course, Rona Howard could have made him a pariah in the industry with one phone call so, really. It was either appear or die. 
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The second spot, released a week later, featured Kevin Gillam, Siobhan Brennan, Freebird, Syliva St. Germaine and, are you sitting down? James Jason Simmons III and Anil Fagu. Yeah. A Coven-LLDR reunion of sorts that also included Freebird and 

Sylvia’s dog Jesus Christ and Dahlia, the incontinent kelpie-schipperke who had also joined us on the ’09 summer tour of clubs. They all wore “Lady Lake Doggie Refuge” 

clothing and accessories, of course, right down to collars and leashes for the babies. Their appearance in the PSA was the occasion for JJ and Anil’s first trip back to the US from Africa and the Middle East, respectively, since the spring of ’08. JJ ran the charitable arm of his father’s businesses, concentrating on protecting African women from rape and girls from ritual genital mutilation. Anil got a law degree in Beirut and advocated for human rights in Lebanon and its neighboring countries. As such, neither had anything to lose by saying, as former LLDR host JJ did, “Our friends Abigail Adams and her dog Bosco were killed by the Montverde Chief of Police Chris Grace, whom we,” he indicated Anil only, “took out,” followed by Anil’s: 



“You’re next Todd Becket.” Kevin, Siobhan, Freedbird and Sylvia said nothing, though their expressions communicated a threat that should have scared Becket out of his shoes. 



Bentley put this on his site one day and removed it the next, posting in its place a screamingly insincere apology to Todd Becket for the implied threat. Hah! Implied! 



Public service announcement number three was Garrett and former “Stable Boys” Dick Solmes and Dean Simon. It was mild, but what isn’t compared to JJ and Anil confessing to Chris Grace’s murder and threatening to murder Todd Becket? “If you suspect 

domestic or child abuse or are a victim of abuse, please call the following numbers.” 

Clear and comforting, it was an effective follow-up to the menacing LLDR piece that, though removed from Bentley Howard Productions’ site right away, remained on the net, ultimately enjoying a zillion more views than all of the others combined. 



The fourth and final spot shot by Bentley and his mother began with Barbara Lamb and her husband and “An Elite Force” costar Ross Blanco, who said, “You raise a hand to a woman and you’re a pussy,” Immediately following were rapidfire shots of Isobel Lamb, Joseph Lamb, Bettina, Veronica, Randall and, are you sitting down? Mort Jennings saying, “Loser,” “Douchebag,” “Asshole,” and the like. Quickly, briefly and respectfully, in spite of the coarseness of the insults. Then Dagmar Whitefire and her still-paunchy, bless his heart, father Remy appeared. Said he, “You raise your hand to a child and you’re a fuckwad,” again, played seriously and respectfully. Following them, in vulgar succession, were “Winter Key’s” newest cast members, my former college comedy 

costars Kendra Meek and Jonathan McCullom, Lettie, Grayson & Blinka together and, together and holding the plush toy Honey Bunches of Oats they were never without, Jacob and Joshua Kelly. 



After all those people doing all that name calling Bentley and Rona appeared standing in front of the entire group of “Winter Key” cast members past and present. She said, “If you think you’re going to hit your spouse, partner or child, or you have, please call,” a hotline for abusers who want to stop. He said, “If you’re being hit by your spouse, partner 4 

parent or any other person, please call,” a hotline for victims. Thought provoking, attention-getting and ultimately classy, this and the other spots burned up the internet like nothing before or since. And though only one of them mentioned Todd Becket by name, every spokesperson’s connection to me and Linden and, through us, him, was understood. 



And. He. Went. Berserk. Litigating against Bentley Productions, appearing on “Nancy Grace,” “Inside Edition,” a “Geraldo” special devoted to him and other shows of questionable quality. Todd Becket described his wife as insane, his daughter as having been in danger with her and in danger with me, Linden and child-killing Kitty 

Gallagher—yes, he scored a point mentioning her—and in danger wherever she was, “If she’s even alive. Maybe she’s dead. She could be dead.” All outrage and no tears or real concern for Ellie. Everywhere he went. On every show he appeared. In every press conference he gave. 



Becket scored a point with Kitty and Jill, until my cousin had Grady or Phil or someone uploaded video her late daughter had taken of herself advising law enforcement that she had suffered from schizophrenia for a decade and she wasn’t enduring it any more. It was her wish to die and her mother helped her by obtaining a quantity of tranquilizers they were confident was enough to kill her. I know this from Linden, who saw the tape. I didn’t want to. He said it was hard to watch but effective and should absolve Kitty fully. 





Nearly as interesting were the interviews Evie, the Hooters-like girlfriend Linden tied up gave to the gals at “The View” and other show hostesses. It seems Todd blamed her in large part for his having been jumped and tied up by a couple of fags. It’s more or less exactly what she said. He couldn’t possibly have been “gotten” by us, even though we were two and one of us had a gun. No way. He was a man and could have taken us on but for Evie’s incompetence, which he never defined. More revealing was, according to his now ex, he was more concerned with having been knocked out and tied up in his own house than that his six-month-old girl had been kidnapped.  Said Evie to dozens of interviewers, “He also drove straight through from Montana to Pennsylvania with Ellie in the car seat. That couldn’t have been comfortable for her.” It was the smartest thing she said. The second smartest, a remark that got a lot of replay was, “They were nice. And they wore they own underwear on their heads to hide their identities. I thought that was funny. They couldn’t have been so bad if they wore their underwear on their heads.” 

Yeah, Evie was definitely an asset. She posed for “Playboy,” I think. Or something. In one of the pics I heard she pretended to be bound, naked, by tall, muscular shirtless men who wore crisp white Calvin Klein briefs on their heads. What a world! 



Oh, and I nearly forgot. Evie also said, and this also scored points for us, “I remember his sister, Christian’s sister Deirdre…She was on this show I think.” “The View.” They replayed her interview back when Star Jones was a hostess. “She was so nice and pretty. I admired her. I was only, like, ten I think. I thought she was so beautiful and ar…arti…” 



“Articulate,” offered Barbara Walters. 
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“Yeah,” Evie said. “And she kidnapped that girl, too. The drug addict who was pregnant. 

So she wouldn’t take any more drugs and kill her kids. So that was good, too. Like her brother and his boyfriend.”Yes oh yes oh yes, Evie was very helpful. 



Bentley Howard provoked Todd Becket into revealing himself to folks in the United States and elsewhere as a bigger dick than John Gosselin, Joey Buttafuco and Pol Pot combined. If anyone on the planet thought that maybe Linden and I were wrong about him and wrong to take his daughter from him, they changed their minds. Even hardcore gay and other haters whose social media pages, blogs, online article comments and letters-to-editors ripped my husband and me wound up supporting us. It was obvious what a douche Becket was. He hanged himself in the media, before cameras everywhere. 

Young Bentley had given him the rope and Todd Becket put it around his neck and kicked the stool. 



All of that was well and good, fun, moving and nostalgic, but Bentley’s efforts did not clear me with law enforcement. Federal Bureau of Investigation agent Everett Jones confirmed this when he knocked on the door of room 206 at the Homefires Motel in Santa Fe, New Mexico one August afternoon in 2013 to advise me and Linden that we needed to “keep a low profile, Daddyo.” 



Jones knew exactly where Linden and I were. He had all along though he didn’t dwell on it. “I did my best to give you cover,” he said to us as we sat around the postage stamp sized pool in the middle of the Homefires Motel parking lot. It was a hot day, but dry and pleasant in the afternoon.“I know you well enough to know you’re not in the habit of stealing infants for kicks.” I appreciated that but didn’t say so. “The information you provided about Ben Maitland helped put away a lot of people, and freed a lot of children.” I appreciated that, more than I could say, and so didn’t try. 



“How long do you recommend we stay here under our false names?” Linden asked. 



“You mean Charlie and Charlie?” Jones asked, cheekily. 



“You have been monitoring us,” I said, as the agent was aware that the even cheekier Pittsburgh cobbler who gave us fake identities, which included IDs, work histories, school records and—are you sitting down?—criminal histories also gave Linden and me the same first name. I was Charlie Cash and my husband, Charlie Murray. And we were married by the way, legally, in Iowa. It was grand. So great. The friends with whom we lived, who had their own fake names, called me Charlie and Linden, Chuck. We called Phil, Anne and Sonny by their new names, too, but bringing them up here would be unnecessary and confusing. 



“How long?” Linden asked, politely but firmly. 



“Five years before it’s forgotten.” Linden sighed more heavily than he ever has. I asked: 



“Is that the statute of limitations?” 
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“I don’t know,” Jones said. “It could be. You and your cousin committed so many crimes, Christian. Including the thing in Kentucky.” 



“Kentucky?” I said. 



“Drawing a gun in the vet’s office.” 



“Was that in Kentucky?” I wasn’t trying to be a smart ass. I really didn’t know where we were at the time. 



“Christian, you need to keep your head low for five years. Stay out of trouble. Stay off the TV screen.” Jones was earnest. 



“And then we can return to Orlando for our kids?” Linden asked. 



“I wouldn’t go back to your old house or old lives,” the agent said. “The media and most of the country are on your side. Everyone knows Becket’s a dick. Still, to step right back into your lives like nothing’s happened would be a mistake. You humiliated Becket, a lot, and he has resources. He’ll go after you legally or he’ll go after you illegally. Unless he does something which makes us able to put him in jail, you need to keep your heads down.” 



“Our kids,” I said. 



“He may go after them. I doubt it.” A beat, and Jones continued, with profound sadness. 

“I don’t think he’s able to understand the love of a parent for a child or baby. He could care less about Ellie or he’d be on us to find her. He’s not. He’s making no effort, through law enforcement or privately. He just wants to get you, two, and your cousin. I don’t think he’ll get back at you through Jacob and Samia.” I was touched Jones knew their names, “because someone couldn’t hurt him by harming Ellie. It’s the way he thinks. 



“Wow,” Linden spoke for both of us, though I still also said: 



“Wow.” 



“I predict it will be OK for your kids to join you here after three or four years if you’re discreet about it. I’d give it four. Or more. The whole five, maybe. The country will forget about you and the media will move on to other stories. Other scandals, villains and heroes. People don’t want to see you fellas captured, charged and prosecuted, though if we found you, we’d have to go through the motions. In five years, the FBI and other agencies won’t have to do that, even.” 



“Five years,” Linden said, making it sound very long which, for me, it wasn’t. “Wow,” 

he said again. Jones appreciated his concern and our loss. He didn’t dwell on it, though. 
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He didn’t want to stay a minute more than he had to, at the risk of being seen with us, Charlie and Charlie though we now were. 



“I gotta run,” he said. “The agents who apprehended you in Tell Tale have been given other assignments. Implied is that they’re to forget you. Again, we know what you did was justified and we’re not going to waste time and resources prosecuting you when there are an infinite number of true criminals who need our attention.” 



“Thank you,” I said, and Jones stood up. He wore jeans, a blue polo, baseball cap and sunglasses. I wouldn’t have known it was him unless he had identified himself to me. He was fine and Linden and I were fine. Our kids were fine and we could bring them to Santa Fe in five years. In 2018, when they were ten, if we wanted. It was a hassle and I would miss them, but I knew they weren’t going anyplace and they were being looked after by superior people. Ellie was safe, the folks from whom Ben Maitland got his pics were busted and the kids who were the subjects were free. My husband, kids and friends were safe and alive. And happy. All was good. I stood up and shook Special Agent Everett Jones’ hand and thanked him more effusively than I have ever thanked anyone. 



“Relax, Christian. This was a no brainer.” A beat and he added, “We can distinguish the important stuff from the unimportant stuff. Your crimes these last couple of weeks were unimportant.” 



“Thank you,” I said again, and then gestured for Linden to stand up and thank our visitor, too. It was something I’ve never had to do with my Larchmont Ladies Association-referencing husband. Linden stood up fast, gathered himself faster and thanked Jones slowly and sincerely. Jones told him he was welcome, finished his fifteen minute visit with a nod to each of us and left the patio for his nondescript sedan. He got in, started the engine, pulled out of his parking space and drove past the pool area, stopping briefly to say one more thing to us. It was, again: 



“Keep a low profile, Daddyos.” I nodded we would, while Linden stared at the heavily chlorinated and dyed water, wearing an expression so sad and defeated I thought he would cry. 





Linden and I shared room 206 of the Homefires Motel in Santa Fe, New Mexico. It was a standard two-story job in a lower-end area of the small city. Santa Fe, of course, is in the middle of the desert. Isolated and smaller than Orlando, it has no surrounding suburbs. 

The closest other place is Albuquerque, which is a quick drive on a long narrow highway. 

Santa Fe has no airport. It has no Holiday Inn. It’s way smaller and browner than Orlando. It’s hot, dry, and flatter even than Florida. Everyone in the city knows each other. It’s so different from Orlando. As different from Orlando as that city’s different from Boston, where I went to school, or Rowaneck, where I grew up. 



And I was excited to be there. I was. I’m not being sarcastic. It was a new place and I was with my husband and our kids were safe and happy and I looked forward to whatever 8 

new adventures we would have. I’m serious. I wanted to meet people and do things and be busy. I wanted to explore the city and volunteer. I wanted to find yummy vegan restaurants. I wanted to get another Miata and drive back and forth between Santa Fe and Albuquerque lathered in sunscreen with the top down, Gladys on my lap and Linden and The Whore of Babylon riding shotgun. 



The Homefires Motel was clean but shopworn. On its best day it was nothing special. It was like every other motel in every other city in the country. The “homefires” thing was kind of weird but cool because it described a fireplace motif that distinguished it, in terms of décor, from every other motel or building in the city. While there were all sorts of red clay adobe houses everywhere, both genuine and faux finished, the motel was steel, concrete and glass. The curtains that covered the large glass windows on the front of every room were blue, bleached from the sun. The carpets, bedspreads and walls were painted different shades of blue, and not the shade found in southwestern jewelry. Every room had art above the two full or one queen-sized bed. Homefires’ art had no 

southwestern images. No way. Every piece was of a fireplace inside a New England or Midwestern home. The images were decently done by the same talented painter and each was different and original. No prints. All bolted to the wall. Cool colors and homey fireplace images. And individual air conditioning units sticking out of the tiny windows in the rear of each room. 



The bathrooms featured white tile but were painted green, blue or pale purple, with matching shower curtains. All towels and sheets were white. 



In addition to one or two beds, each room had a table and two chairs. These were pale brown, a color that did not complement the rest of the rooms. The original owner probably bought them in bulk at some cheap rate and he did his best so oh well. 



Sonny Finn and Anne Tentier, who ran the motel that Terry Carmichael bought for the Sea Grass Penitentiary Book Club to live in. So hooked up were Terry, Grady Mann’s parents and the former warden who had saved invested and hidden her salary wisely, it wasn’t even necessary to rent rooms. Terry paid cash for the motel and asked Sonny and Anne to manage it and generate enough revenue to pay property and business taxes if they didn’t mind. They were happy to. It kept them busy. 



Phil Gentry, who lived at the motel full time, got a job in the city, at an LA Fitness. He checked people in and sold memberships sometimes. And cleaned the mens locker room. 

It was a small gym and he wore many hats. He studied sports medicine online so he could become a certified trainer. He had a couple of women he saw. They thought his name was something other than Phil and that he was from Santa Maria, California. 



Jamie Washington also lived at Homefires full time. He worked at the Santa Fe Humane Society as an investigator. His new identity suggested he grew up in Northern Michigan and had been a career soldier before being diagnosed with a heart valve problem that forced him to retire honorably and with full benefits. Jaime went to people’s homes and made sure they weren’t hurting their dogs, cats or alpacas. 
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Linden and I spent the first month at Homefires relaxing at the pool, reading books, walking The Whore of Babylon and Gladys and, at the end of the second week, enjoying Bentley’s public service announcements. Our book club friends and fellow fugitives watched them with us, over and over. Neither Bentley nor Rhoda did anything that wasn’t completely calculated to promote their TV and feature film projects. My current drama was an excellent opportunity for their company, and I had no problem with them 

exploiting it, not the least because in creating the PSAs that helped sell the special edition boxed sets of my work, they were drawing attention to domestic abuse. After watching all four of them in the motel lobby with our four Sea Grass buddies, Phil said, “A few weeks of this and you two are going to be able to go right home.” Would that it were so I thought as I looked at Linden, who didn’t reply but stared sadly at the final still image of Bentley, Rona and assorted “Winter Key” cast members. 



Which brings me to a final thing I have to cover, which is the tension I felt from Linden those first few months in Santa Fe. 



Briefly, as long as we’ve known each other, first as employer/employee and then as husbands, Linden Midwinter and I have had few conflicts and fewer worth mentioning. 

Two were significant. The first occurred shortly after Deirdre died and I drove to Acme Grooming & Puppy or whatever to confront horrible gully dwarf Barbara Loomis. Linden forgave me for going there, alone, giving her grief and getting arrested, sort of, because of the trauma caused by my sister’s murder. The second was shortly after my nephew Billy killed himself and I told my husband I was visiting Superior Bodies Sultan Springs when I went, instead, to Alabama to kill Buck. He forgave me for that one, too, but advised me not to pull that kind of thing again. I haven’t. 



Still, I did something when we moved to Santa Fe. Something about me was bothering Linden. I read it in his face and everything he said and every gesture. Even when we got our groove on I could tell he wasn’t with me like he had always been. I finally asked him about it one morning over coffee at the light brown table in our otherwise blue room. He didn’t answer right away, instead, just sipped his coffee as he determined how he would respond. I waited for him, patiently sipping my own coffee. After thirty seconds, which is long under those circumstances, he said, “I’m mad at you for not missing the children more.” 



“Oh,” I said, truly surprised. 



“I’m mad that it’s not eating you up like it is me, but I really have no right to because I sprung them on you as a surprise and you were happy to raise them.” He shook his head as if to ask himself what he had been thinking. 



“Oh,” I could think of nothing else to say. 



“What was I thinking, surprising you with two special needs babies? Who does that to a spouse? Who adopts children without a spouse’s approval?” 
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“I…” I wanted to say something but he shook his head. 



“I know you love them and I know they make you happy. It’s that we’re in Santa Fe and won’t see them for five years and maybe longer and maybe never and you seem happy with our being here, without them.” Though Linden paused here I said nothing. He had to get something off his chest and I figured I would let him say everything he needed to before trying to respond. He continued, “I think you would be sorrier to have left The Whore of Babylon behind.” Now that was something valid, but it had more to do with her not lasting another five years or even another one. Still, I was silent. “But I can’t get mad at you for preferring her, if you do, because I didn’t ask you if you wanted kids. We talked about it and you expressed an interest in the babies at the Bismarck hospital, but we never talked seriously or made a firm choice, together. I surprised you. God, what was I thinking?” I thought it might be time for me to speak but I remained quiet when he continued, “Thinking of them and your cavalier attitude toward them,” I was hardly cavalier and I opened my mouth to say so. Before I could he shook his head and said, 

“Sorry, that was the wrong word.” Indeed, it was. He took a breath and went on, “What I mean to say is that you get involved with people only long enough to solve their problems. Then you let them go and move on to the next person.” A quick think on this made me nod my head in agreement. Still, he said, “Dondi’s the best example. Garrett, too. Grayson. There are others you touch, fix and release. You may see Kevin Gillam, Remy or Moses again…Isobel’s another example…but you’ve set them up or put them on the right track and your work is done.” I opened my mouth to object and Linden said, 

“It’s OK. They’re ‘seasons,’ though I hate that metaphor. I just see you seeing our kids as 

‘seasons.’ Grayson and Blinka will look after them, and Olivier and Kristen, of course. I just don’t want you to see them…or me, as ‘seasons.’ He looked from his coffee to me, to his coffee to me, and said, nonverbally, he was done. I said: 



“Thanks for telling me how you feel,” I said, sincerely. Then I continued, slowly, “I don’t see you as a ‘season,’ though I could see Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia that way should we not see them again. As if we were fostering them for five years.” It’s how I felt. 



“And I want to hit you for feeling that way, Christian. But I can’t, because you never agreed to adopt them. I didn’t give you the opportunity to say no.” 



“Linden, I wouldn’t have said no. I would have been glad to get them with you. I was glad you got them. They gave me joy these past five years. And they’ll give some other couple as much joy for the next five years while you and I save someone else.” Linden pursed his lips as he listened to me. Then he said: 



“You care no more about them than you do our foster pups.” 



“Linden, there’s not a foster pup at our house that I wouldn’t give my life for. I would die for Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. I will always be willing to die for them.” 
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“I know,” Linden said. “I know. I want you to feel one way and you don’t and that’s OK. 

It always was and always will be. I’m in mourning for them and you don’t feel it to the extent that I do and I resent it. But I have no business resenting it. I’m sorry.” He sipped his cold coffee and I sipped my cold coffee and I said: 



“Linden, everything you have so far done since we’ve known each other, and since we have gotten married, has given me joy, including and especially securing the babies that I rocked in the Bismarck hospital, babies I told you I wish we could have. You had my approval. They lived with us for five years and I loved every moment I was with them. 

They’re with others now, safe and happy, and we’re in a new city where new people, including kids, need us.” Wasn’t I a piece of work, suggesting we were superheroes people were waiting on to save them. But we were. 



“I know. I know. I love you. I just have to reconcile everything. It’s me,” Linden said. I thought it was and that wasn’t  illegitimate. How he felt was as important as how I did. I said: 



“I miss Lil’ Jacob and I miss Lil’ Samia. I always will, but it’s not the kind of missing that hurts. Were I to lose you it would hurt very badly. It’s how I feel.” Linden nodded. 

He was done and he didn’t want to talk anymore about it. Like he said, he had to reconcile my not feeling the loss of our children the way he did. I understood. If it meant being out of sorts with me for a few more weeks, I could handle it. He was patient with me…oh so patient. And I would be so with him. 



EEEK, reading it back this last line seems so…pat. So sorry! 
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Chapter 2 

Violet and Majel 




Special Agent Jones advised Linden and me to keep a low profile, even lower than Anne Tentier, Sonny Finn, Phil Gentry and Jaime Washington whose identities he also knew. 

Their escape from Sea Grass Penitentiary had made news but, though only a witness, I got more screen time. Anne stopped coloring her gray hair and Sonny began coloring his gray hair. Phil grew his into a layered bob and it looked awesome. Jaime weaved some dreadlocks into his. That and new names were enough cover for the four of them as they went about their business at Homefires and elsewhere. Linden and, especially, I enjoyed no such freedom, and therefore spent most of our time at the motel, and most of that time at the motel’s tiny parking lot patio and pool. 



My husband and I had Phil buy us high-end chaise lounges and comfortable doggie beds made out of a light material for The Whore of Babylon and Gladys. He also got a huge, gigantic awning that he and Sonny erected so the four of us would always be in shade. 

Linden and I spent whole days relaxing under it, reading, listening to music and watching traffic and pedestrians go by on the street in front of the motel. 



Homefires was a low-end motel for sure, frequented primarily by transients, low income tourists and hookers. My husband, our doggies and I occupied one room, Anne and Sonny another, Phil a third and Jaime a fourth. Four more were reserved for Terry, Grady Mann, his wife Angelique and their son, Jefferson, and Dr. and Mrs. Mann. There were a handful of other full-time residents, several of whom were on disability and enjoyed Section Eight housing. 



One of the rooms, two away from Linden’s and mine, was occupied by Shannon Lowe, an extremely tall and mildly pretty forty year-old woman and her thirteen year-old daughter Violet, who was nearly as tall and twice as pretty. Anne introduced me to Shannon, a single mother and the motel’s primary housekeeper, the second or third day I was there. She was very nice and well mannered. Apparently educated. Divorced and fallen on hard times, I guessed. Likely got no support from Violet’s father. Over coffee in the motel office one morning I asked Anne whether Shannon and her daughter knew who we all were and she said, “If she does, and I think she does, she has said nothing.” I thought that was excellent and said so. “She does her work and her daughter helps her sometimes,” my friend explained. “Violet helps her on weekends and during school vacations. Sonny and I pay them and they live rent free.” I figured that was the arrangement. “Sonny and I have invited them to live in units 110 and 111, which have an adjoining door, but Shannon refused. Gratefully.” 



“Why?” I asked. Anne said: 



“Sonny and I are generous with her, and the part-time staff. Terry owns the place and has kindly put it in our names should something happen to him.” Wow. “Our overhead is low and we want the girls,” mother and daughter, “to have a comfortable life here. Shannon won’t take it. She insists she and Violet are fine and happy sharing a room and they don’t want to take anything from us they haven’t earned.” 
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“Classy,” I said, and then asked, “Is she afraid Violet will go out at night? Is she wild?” 

Anne shook her head hard. 



“No. No, not at all. She’s a very shy girl. An excellent student and a bookworm. I believe she’s in advanced classes at,” she mentioned the public middle school in the area, the name of which, as always, I can’t remember. “She doesn’t have any friends visit and doesn’t go places with any that I’ve seen.” I nodded and Anne continued, “On nice days she’ll read out at the pool.” 



“Judy Blume?” I suggested, remembering what girls in Rowneck Middle School read. 

“Or ‘Twilight?’” Anne shook her head and said: 



“Jane Austen. George Eliot,” who was a woman, “the Brontes. Edith Wharton. All 

classics.” 



Wow, I thought and then said. Then I thought and said, “Would you find out what she’s reading now? I’ll have Phil or Jaime pick it up for me at a bookstore and can engage her.” 



“That’s a lovely idea, Christian. She’s so shy, even with us, I don’t know if it’ll draw her out, but who knows. She might like having someone to talk about her books with.” 



Several days later Jaime stopped by our room while Linden and I were cuddling with the beagles and watching a movie. I invited him in and he presented me with a book called 

“Miss Peregrine’s School for Peculiar Children” by…someone. “Anne told me to get this for you, Christian,” he said, handing it to me. I surveyed the cover, which featured a young girl, unusually dressed, like a fairy or something, in a photograph that appeared to have been taken during the turn of the last century. I flipped through the pages, which were peppered with similar old photographs and said: 



“Thank you, Jaime. How much do I owe you for this?” He smiled, shook his head and said: 



“It’s from the activity fund.” 



“Activity fund?” Linden asked. 



“It’s something Terry set up, for us. From his inheritance.” 



“Really?” 



“That’s very generous of him,” Linden said. 



“How much is in it?” I asked Jaime, being a nosy fucker. He shrugged and said: 
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“No one knows. We don’t use it much, though Terry wants us to. Sometimes if we have a get-together or special party or something, we’ll buy supplies with the debit card he gave Sonny for it. Anne gave it to me when she asked me to pick up the book. She told me to use it to fill my gas tank, too, but I didn’t. I was running other errands so I just used it for the book.” 



“Wow,” I said. “That is very generous of Terry.” Linden and I paid nothing to live at the motel, however humble it was, and no electricity, water or satellite TV. Our expenses were food and clothing. And our own recreation. That was it. I imagined Kitty had a similar gig with Terry and the others in Mexico City, which I began calling Book Club South. 



“Enjoy it,” Jaime said, and he left. I handed the book to Linden, who asked me about it. I told him about Violet, whom we had both seen and nodded to at the pool before we started spending whole days there and arranging the awning and doggie beds. 



“She only really talks to her mother, or so Anne says,” I told my husband. 



“That might be how she likes it,” Linden suggested, being kind of a spoil sport. 



“Maybe,” I shrugged and he handed the book back to me. “Still, if she likes Austen and the Brontes, this is probably good, too.” I flipped through it again and then put it someplace where Gladys, who liked to chew everything she could get in her mouth, especially books, couldn’t reach it. 



The following day, which was before Linden and I made the pool our court, I went out there and began reading. “Ms. Peregrine” was a good book, featuring teen characters having a time-traveling sci-fi adventure some of which took place in England during the Second World War. I got through twenty or so pages with no sign of Violet, then decided to get an iced tea from the fridge in our room. I took my book with me, hoping that if she avoided the pool so as not to see or hang out with me she would think I was gone for good and so come out. Sure enough, I noticed from the window, the moment I was inside with the door shut she appeared with her copy of “Ms. Peregrine.” Linden, who was folding laundry, said, “Why don’t you take a drink for her, too.” 



Yeah, there was no real reason for my machinations. Violet was thirteen and private. 

Approaching her with an ice cold glass of tea and introducing myself and observing that we were both reading the same book gave me something to do, though. And Linden and I had very little to do as Charlie Cash and Chuck Murray in our new lives at the Homefires Motel in Santa Fe. “Anne Tentier,” I used her new name, of course, with the girl as I handed her iced tea, “told me you were reading this and said you had excellent taste in books. So I picked it up.” 



“It’s good,” Violet said. “Thank you for the drink.” 



“You’re welcome.” I returned to the chaise lounge I had occupied and continued reading. 
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My new friend and I read our books for about seventy-five minutes without talking or making eye contact or acknowledging each other in any way. The time went quickly because the story was so engaging. Then Linden appeared with The Whore of Babylon, Gladys, a blanket for them, water and a water bowl. “Hello,” he said to Violet. 



“Hi,” she replied. 



“I’m Charlie Murray. Chuck. Charlie’s husband.” 



“Hi. I’m Violet,” she said. Then she returned to her book. Linden made a space between my chaise and an adjacent one where he put down the towel and filled the doggie bowl. 

Both beagles drank a bit while he sat down. Then The Whore of Babylon walked casually over to Violet. She was new and, of course, wanted to pet her and shower her with love and so gave her the opportunity. Violet saw her coming, appeared scared and stood up. 



“The Whore of Babylon,” Linden said quickly. “Come here.” As was her way, the old girl ignored him and continued approaching the frightened girl. This caused Linden to stand up and follow her. “She’s not aggressive,” he said. “She just likes new people.” 



“I’m scared of dogs,” Violet said and looked like she was going to leave. Before she could, my husband swooped up The Whore of Babylon and presented her to the girl. 



“She’s very gentle,” he said, conveniently forgetting that she had torn Vivian Lane to pieces and ate most of her. “Just hold your hand out to her to sniff.” He demonstrated. 

Violet didn’t want to. She wanted to leave and not talk to us and just read alone. She was well brought up, though, and did what Linden recommended. The Whore of Babylon 

sniffed her hand and then licked it, finding her worthy of worshiping her. “I’ll bring her back.” My husband made to return to me and the blanket and saw Gladys had also 

approached. She got between the two of them, sat on her little puppy butt and then howled in the cutest high pitch voice ever, demanding some attention, too. 



“No, wait,” Violet said, and then bent down and held her hand out to Gladys to sniff. She did and then made to paw at it. “Can I pick her up?” she asked Linden. 



“Of course,” he said. She did, very gently, in both hands, and cradled her. Gladys continued sniffing and barked a bit. She licked Violet’s arms and then settled in, comfortably snuggling against her plain, pale blue tshirt. 



“She’s cute. What’s her name?” she asked. 



“Gladys,” Linden said. “And this is The Whore of Babylon.” 



“Hi Gladys. Hi The Whore of Babylon,” Violet said, finding both names perfectly reasonable. “Is she her mommy?” she asked. 
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“No, Gladys is a stray we found on the side of the highway,” Linden lied, ‘cause it was easier. “Someone had dumped her there.” 



“That’s terrible,” she said, and then began rocking her. Gladys loved being held and rocked. The Whore of Babylon was annoyed that the younger dog had stolen her thunder and barked her outrage. This led Linden to coo: 



“Quiet there,” and give her kisses that seemed to satisfy her. 



I watched the four of them getting to know each other and then saw Shannon appear out of a first floor room and notice her daughter and my husband, too. She didn’t seem concerned but still crossed the parking lot to the pool. “Hello,” she said to Linden, entering the gate through the low, iron fence that surrounded the pool and patio. 



“Hi,” Linden said. “Shannon?” She nodded and extended her hand, to shake, and then changed her mind and held it in front of The Whore of Babylon’s nose. The old beagle sniffed it and licked it and also found her worthy of worshiping her. Linden introduced himself and the doggies to Violet’s mother, who coo’ed over both babies and then said: 



“Welcome to Homefires.” 



“Thank you,” Linden said, and then indicated me. “This is Charlie, too. We’re old friends of Anne and Sonny and we’ll be staying here.” Shannon nodded and said: 



“Let me know what’s a good time to tidy up your room.” 



“Oh, no,” he said, nicely but firmly. “No, we’ll take care of that. You’re busy enough.” 



“It’s part of the fee for staying here,” Shannon said. “An amenity,” she kind of chuckled at the formal term. 



“You’re very kind, but my husband and I are glad to clean our room and take care of our sheets and everything.” The housekeeper nodded and turned her attention back to The Whore of Babylon. 



“You’re husbands?” Violet asked, not to be a smart-ass, but clearly unfamiliar with gay guys describing themselves as such. 



“Violet,” her mother warned her. Linden said, pleasantly: 



“Yes. We’ve been together for almost ten years.” 



“How nice,” Shannon said. Linden then invited them back to where I sat pretending to read but watching them, closely, and introduced me to daughter, whom I had met, and mother, for whom I stood up. 
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“Won’t you sit with us?” I asked. 



“Oh, no, I can’t,” Shannon said. “Too many rooms still to clean.” 



“Can I play with your dogs?” Violet asked me and Linden. 



“If it’s OK with your mother,” he said. Shannon looked from us to her daughter to our dogs and said: 



“OK, for a little while. But then we’re going to the library so you can do that computer project.” The library. A computer project. She had no computer of her own. Hmmm, I figured most kids did these days. 



“OK.” To us, Shannon said: 



“Thank you saying hi. I’m glad to meet both of you, and your dogs.” 



“Thank you,” Linden said, and then I did, too. Shannon excused herself and went back to work while Violet, who was tall and very slim, in her tshirt and long but narrow jeans, sat on the towel between Linden and me. My husband watched them while I tried to go back to my book. I abandoned it quickly as it was much more fun to watch The Whore of Babylon and Gladys play with their new friend. I said: 



“What page in the book are you on, Violet?” and we played with the dogs and talked about Ms. Peregrine and her peculiar children and described it to Linden for forty-five minutes, at which time Violet excused herself because she had to go to the library. 

Linden and I got up when she did and we all said goodbye. When she was out of earshot my husband and I looked at each other and he said, before I could: 



“We need to get her a computer.” As we were lying low, and planned to indefinitely, I said: 



“Where’s Jaime?” 







We saw Anne and Sonny, for drinks in their room, before we saw Jaime, and advised them we would be getting Violet a laptop. Sonny shook his head and said, “We’ve tried. 

We’ve offered them the adjacent rooms and a new car…” 



“She drives a Volvo. 1982, I think.” Anne said. 



“Putting Violet in private school,” Sonny added, an offer so breathtakingly generous I said: 



“Hah!” before I could stop myself. Our hosts took no offense and she continued: 18 



“Shannon won’t take it. Charity. She’s too proud. Violet needs a computer, though. Every student needs one these days.” Sonny: 



“It’s not like we’re offering her a fancy phone or anything highfalutin.” I hadn’t heard that word in years. “Kids in school need computers. She can’t afford one and refused a raise large enough to buy one.” 



“She says, ‘I’m just a maid. Not a CEO.’” Anne said, sadly. 



“That’s irritating,” I said. Then I had an idea and said so. 



“What is it?” Sonny asked figuring, correctly, it would be good. I hesitated and then began: 



“I need you to go to Best Buy for me…” 







The following day was a school day. I realized this when I went out to read and Violet was nowhere and then I saw Shannon and asked her where her daughter was. “In school,” 

she said. 



“Oh. Right.” It was Monday. “Well, when she gets out, tell her the beagles have been asking after her and they need a little love. Just twenty minutes if she can spare it. 



“I will,” her mother said, thinking I was adorable and then pushing one of those housekeeping carts into a room just vacated by a whore and her client. I considered making a remark about her wearing gloves or something but good judgment and taste made a rare appearance and I resisted. 



Later that afternoon Linden and I took The Whore of Babylon and Gladys to the pool and set ourselves up comfortably. Oh, and we brought a very big canvas bag with us. We waited patiently for a half hour and then Violet arrived, wearing white jeans, an ugly flowered top made out of some synthetic fabric, and sandals. It’s what kids wore to school in the dry heat of Santa Fe, New Mexico. She said just, “Hi,” to the four of us and then sat down Indian style on the blanket with the beagles. 



“How was school?” I asked, thinking it a deliciously parental inquiry. 



“OK,” our chatty friend responded as she lifted Gladys into her lap with one hand and gave The Whore of Babylon a tummy rub with the other. 



“What’s your mother’s cell phone number?” Linden asked. “We have something to give you but she needs to be here so it’s OK for you to receive it.” Violet looked at us strangely but not worried or creeped out or anything. I mean, we asked for her mother to 19 

join us so it’s not like we were giving her heroin. She told us the number and I called Shannon. Though it was not a number she recognized, she answered: 



“Hello?” 



“Shannon, it’s Charlie Cash. I’m at the pool with Chuck and Violet. Could you join us for a moment. It’s good.” 



“OK,” she said, warily, and we said goodbye. Then she appeared from another room I understood was occupied by an elderly veteran, on some kind of disability. She wore no uniform, our friend, though even if there was one large enough to fit her six foot-plus body, it wasn’t something Anne and Sonny would require. Shannon wore jeans and a striped tshirt. And gloves, which she took off and put in the cart which she left outside the room. 



Linden texted a special password to Anne, Sonny and, because he was off that afternoon, Phil. 



“Hello guys. What’s up?” Shannon asked, approaching us and kneeling down next to her daughter. The Whore of Babylon greeted her by adjusting her body so that Shannon could take over tummy rub duty, and she did. Linden and I stood up and I pulled a box containing a laptop out of the canvas bag. 



“Chuck and I want you to have a new computer for school, Violet.” Mother and daughter stopped what they were doing and got to their feet, Violet towering over my short husband and Shannon towering over both of us. The latter went red and said: 



“You’re very kind to offer, but we can’t take it.” 



“I thought you would say that,” I said, pleasantly, and then opened the box and took it out of the Styrofoam and other packaging. “But we insist.” I held the computer out to Shannon, as she was the parent and it was up to her. She respected that but still said: 



“I can’t. We can’t. It’s too generous of you and we just met.” She shook her head which broke my heart. More heartbreaking was Violet’s expression as she regarded the 

computer. She wanted it. She needed it. She wouldn’t have to go to the library to do homework if she had it. She could play games on it and have a facebook page and do all kinds of stuff with a new laptop. 



“OK, then.” I said and looked at Linden. He nodded and I told both ladies, “If you don’t take it, I’m going to throw it over this fence,” I indicated the one surrounding the pool and patio, “and smash it to bits on the asphalt. 



Poor Shannon. What an awkward position Linden and I had her in. I really felt sorry for her and her daughter. I knew she had pride but I knew she wanted her daughter to have a computer. It was all over her face. Pride won and she said, “No, we can’t,” again. And 20 

then I bent my knees, wound up as if I were going to throw a pitch or shoot a basket or something, and hurled the brand new laptop over the fence much higher than necessary and the six of us, ‘cause we had the beagles’ attention, and our three friends whose noses were pressed to the office window, watched the computer smash to pieces on the ground. 



I looked from the debris to Shannon, to Violet. They were in shock. Gladys was curious about the noise but it didn’t really interest The Whore of Babylon. Linden and I smiled at our friends, both of whom opened their mouths to say something, couldn’t think of what, and closed them. Shannon put her hand over her heart and then her mouth. Violet looked at the ground, defeated. 



A couple of moments of this and Linden, ‘cause it was his turn, reached into the canvas bag and pulled out an identical new laptop. He said, in a friendly way, “Now, will you take this one, or do I get to smash it.” 



“We’ll take it,” Shannon said, causing her daughter to look up at her, beaming, and then to us, beaming brighter. Linden handed the box to the seventh grader and said, to her mother: 



“That first one was a display model and a year old. This one is top-of-the-line.” Shannon took a couple of breaths, not knowing what to say. Though not a hugger, my husband thought she might need to communicate her gratitude with a hug and so opened his arms, up, to her. Shannon leaned over and hugged Linden, which was funny to watch because of their different heights. Then she hugged me. Then she took the box from her daughter and said to her: 



“You can also hug Chuck and Charlie.” Hah! That sounded funny coming from her 

because so few people at that time had referred to us by those names. Violet gave me a hug first, because I was standing closer, and then Linden. 



“Thank you very much,” she said. 



“Thank you. Charlie. Thank you, Chuck,” her mom said. 



“You’re welcome,” we replied, together. “Now,” I continued, by myself, “I think Phil Gentry knows something about computers because, really, I don’t.” I looked behind me to the motel office and clapped my hands twice in the air, summoning him. He came out, followed by Anne and Sonny. They all wore big amused smiles as they came over and inside the pool gate. Anne said to the girls: 



“So, you’re getting to know Charlie and Chuck.” She laughed and so did Sonny as we all followed their eyes to the computer debris over the fence. 



“Yes,” Shannon said. “Oh, yes we are.” She thanked us again and then I said: 
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“Anne, would you mind if Shannon took the rest of the day off so Phil can show her and her daughter how to use their new computer?” 



“Not at all!” she said, laughing again. 



“Do you have wifi?” Linden asked, to keep the humor of what had been an awkward gift-giving session going. 



“Oh, yeah. Sure we do,” Sonny said sarcastically. “I don’t even know what that is.” 



“We have it at the gym,” Phil said. “In the juice bar. I can get it here. It’s cheap.” 



“OK, then,” Sonny said. “I guess we do. Or will.” We all made some more small talk for a bit. Then Shannon and Violet gave Linden and me another hug each. 



“Thank you,” she said to us, and Anne and Sonny, because they had also offered and, really, this tall single-parent housekeeper was all kinds of class. 



“Let’s go,” Violet said, anxious to play with her new toy. She, Shannon and Phil excused themselves and went to their room. When they were gone Sonny said to Linden and me: 



“Well played, boys.” Forty-seven and still a boy…How great was my life? 



“We’re just getting started with that one,” I advised him, and Anne. 



“She already turned down a car and private school,” she said. 



“She doesn’t need either,” I told my husband and friends. “The car runs and someone with Violet’s appetite for reading could educate herself in the middle of the desert.” Then I looked around and reminded myself that’s where we all were. “What she needs is…” I looked at Linden, who smirked and said: 



“Braces.” Anne and Sonny looked surprised, so I explained. 



“She has an eye tooth that is crooked and her canines need softening.” They continued to look surprised…no, alarmed. “Look, her teeth are fine for the catwalk, but catalogs and print ads. She’s going to need perfect teeth.” They remained stunned. “What?” 



“Her teeth are fine,” Sonny said, and smiled. 



“Compared to yours, maybe. But Madison Avenue has higher standards.” Anne: 



“What if she doesn’t want to be a model?” It was I who looked surprised. Shocked, even. 

I found myself and said, fiercely: 



“Violet…” I didn’t know her last name. 
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“Lowe,” Anne said. 



“Violet Lowe is going to walk the runways of Milan if I have to lead her up and down holding a gun to her head.” Then I burst out laughing and so did Anne and Sonny, though warily. Linden continued to smirk, shook his head and then smiled. 







The following day Linden and I sat at our table in front of our computers playing on the internet. I was careful not to query myself or any of my projects too much because I was certain the National Security Administration was monitoring those kinds of searches. Or maybe they weren’t and I just thought I was a more notorious criminal than I was. Linden was looking for tile to lay on the floor of our motel room. As careful as we were with Gladys, she had a least one accident on the carpeted area of the room a day, or maybe every other day. Then The Whore of Babylon would have to winkie over it. We scrubbed the carpet and used this big honkin’ carpet cleaning machine Sonny had, but there was no completely cleaning it. “Are you going to take bids for the tile?” I asked. My husband shook his head and said: 



“I thought I would lay it myself.” This was odd. We might be living in a piece-of-shit motel, but we were awash in money. I asked: 



“Why?” though the answer was obvious. 



“To have something to do, Christian.” I smiled, cheekily and said: 



“You mean interfering in other people’s lives isn’t sufficiently interesting? You have to entertain yourself laying tile? Learning a trade?” He stood up, took two steps to me and pushed me, gently. I pushed him back and then he sat on my lap, which was awkward as I was on a small chair and not a Lay-Z-Boy. “Oooowww,” I said, though I was just 

uncomfortable and not in pain. I let him stay there as he had initiated a playful moment, something we didn’t enjoy so many of at the time. 



“What would you have me do?” he said, not resentfully. Just really wanting an idea. “I would love to go to a Boys and Girls Club, or an old age home and volunteer, but I might be recognized by a…” 



“Snitch,” I offered. Linden nodded, adjusting himself on my lap so that he was more comfortable and I was less. 



“A soup kitchen. I’d love to teach someone to read, or type. Learn computer software so he could get a job.” It’s what I wanted to do, too. I couldn’t go anywhere to volunteer, and I wasn’t interested in learning a skill for my own self. I said: 
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“Why don’t you study firearms? On the internet?” Linden raised an eyebrow, in interest. 

“You’ve had the Walther PPK for years. Let’s get another gun, or an arsenal.” He raised another eyebrow, in concern. “OK, just a few. Take a gun safety course online. Once a week we can drive out to the desert and have shooting practice with a Smith and Wesson or rifle or sawed-off shotgun. It could come in handy, the situations we get in.” My husband nodded and said: 



“You’re right. That’s a good idea.” Then he stood up, allowing blood to flow back into my legs. “I still think we need to tile the room.” I sniffed the air and said: 



“I agree.” Then I opened the door to let some clean dry air circulate. 



“What color?” Linden asked, returning to his computer. I didn’t answer because I saw, approaching the pool area, a tall young woman, or maybe a tall girl. 



“Who is that?” I asked Linden, who came to the door and also looked out. 



“She’s Violet’s height,” he said, “but too thick. Her hair’s wavy, too.” Violet’s was thin and straight, though I was confident it could hold an attractive wave. I found my book and grabbed Gladys, leaving The Whore of Babylon to keep Linden company. 



“You get back to work,” I said. “I’ve got some prying into peoples’ personal business to do.” I gave Linden a peck on the lips and left him in the dust. 



I ran across the second floor balcony and down the stairs with my book and puppy. Then I slowed down and walked across the lot to the pool as casually as I could. The strange girl made it before I did and sat down at one of the tables. She wore loose khaki trousers, some kind of boot, and a couple of t-shirts, brown and dark green. Ribbed. She took a backpack off and put it on the table. I opened the low gate to the pool patio and said, 

“Hello.” 



“Hi,” the girl said through long wavy hair that covered most of her face. Like Cousin It. 



“My name’s Chri-…Charlie,” I said, and oops! 



“Hi,” the girl said again and then closed her mouth instead of telling me her name. 



“What’s your name?” I asked as I took my chaise-lounge under the partially erected awning. 



“Majel.” Hmmm. Named after “Star Trek” creator Gene Roddenberry’s wife, this Majel opened her bag and found her sophisticated phone. She began playing with it, indicating to me our conversation was over. Hah! As if that would stop me. 



“This is Gladys,” I indicated my lap. The girl looked up, revealing, albeit through her long thick hair, a round and plain face. And she nodded, once. That was it. No hi Gladys 24 

or request to hold her. Hmmm. This young lady was even shyer than Violet, or maybe less interested. 



Violet… 



I said, “Are you a friend of Violet?” Majel looked back up from her phone, her eyes bright and her mouth fighting a smile. She said, revealing braces that made her unattractive face appear even more so: 



“Yeah. We have a project to do for class.” 



“Oh!” I said louder than I should have, having struck gold and everything. Majel didn’t notice or mind, though, and I continued, “What’s your project on?” 



“The planets,” Majel said. 



“Oh, how nice!” I also said louder than I should have. “You know, when I was kid Pluto was a planet. Now it’s not, though it always will be to me.” This made Majel smile, amused. That offered me hope that she wasn’t as dull as she had so far appeared. “Don’t you find it galling that for years, decades maybe, or centuries, Pluto enjoyed planet status and then some astronomer comes along and says it doesn’t fit the 

planet…planetarial…pla…whatever, the definition of planet, and so it’s not one 

anymore. I’m sick about it and I’ve been since I first heard. To have her crown taken away like that. Terrible!” Majel laughed openly at my little monologue. This, of course, made me like her soooo much! I liked everyone who found me amusing. “I hope you include that injustice in your report.” 



“Maybe we could bring you in for show and tell and you can tell everyone about the astronomer who took Pluto’s crown away from her.” Ooooo, she was a little ball of fire, this girl. I might have said so had Shannon not appeared suddenly. 



“Hi Charlie,” she said to me from the other side of the fence. She asked my new friend, 

“Are you Majel?” The girl shot to her feet faster than I thought a person could, and nodded as if her life depended on it. “Hi. I’m Ms. Lowe, Violet’s mother.” Funny, I’m so used to kids calling me by my first name, I found it strange when other adults introduced themselves as Ms. Lowe. Majel nodded again, but just once. She was very nervous, which was odd because she had been so nonchalant with me. “Violet asked me to tell you that she’s not feeling well this afternoon and could you work on your project another day.” 



I have never seen anyone’s face fall so far and fast as Majel…whatever-her-last-name was. I looked from her to Shannon, who acknowledged me out of the corner of her eye. I opened my book and pretended to mind my own business, but I’m sure I convinced 

neither woman nor girl, nor beagle puppy. Shannon said, “She’ll see you in school tomorrow,” a beat and then an insincere, “if she’s well enough to go.” I peeked up at Majel, who nodded once, slowly, and then gathered up her bag. “Thanks for coming 25 

over,” Shannon added, unnecessarily and, I think, regrettably. Majel ignored her stupid gratitude, threw her bag over her back and took four steps to the pool gate. Before she walked through it she said to me: 



“Bye Chri-…Charlie,” which made me think the world of her and perhaps even the solar system, including poor, wronged Pluto. 



“Goodbye Majel,” I said. “Come see me and Gladys tomorrow.” The girl smiled and gave me a split-second look that thanked me for providing the opportunity to visit the next day, regardless of whether Violet was pretending to be sick. 



Majel left the patio, nodding to Shannon Lowe as she passed her, and then walked down Addison Street in the direction she had come. When she was out of sight Shannon entered the patio and sat next to me. We looked at each other with exaggerated sad faces, acknowledging each other’s awareness of the crush Majel had on Violet Lowe and how it wasn’t reciprocated. I then told her about smart-aleck Majel suggesting I come in to her class and tell everyone about the scientist who took Pluto’s crown away from her. “That’s clever,” she said. 



“I agree.” I nearly also told my new friend that Majel was mimicking me when she said goodbye to me as Chri-…Charlie. I resisted, though. I was confident Shannon and Violet Lowe knew the motel was owned and occupied by fugitives but didn’t feel the need to have it confirmed. So I didn’t. Instead I said, slowly and carefully, “Let’s talk about Violet’s eye tooth…” 
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Chapter 3 

Logan, Ephraim and Jay 




Jaime Washington and Sonny Finn erected that awning for me, Linden and the beagles. It stretched the width of the small pool and patio area, from the fence on the left (west?) side to the fence on the right. I don’t recall the specific dimensions, but it was long enough to completely cover two chaise lounges between which always sat a couple of medium sized doggie beds plus two chairs on either side for the visitors who paid court to my husband, me and our dogs. 



The Homefire Motel was not in a nice area of Santa Fe, a city I didn’t get to know right away because I spent the first year not leaving the property except, on occasion, at night when Linden and I drove around to relieve our cabin fever. It wasn’t in a bad 

neighborhood, either. There just wasn’t much of note around it. A power plant, a crumbling factory, a convenience store, a highway that led someplace unpopular because traffic was never heavy. There wasn’t a lot of crime because there weren’t a lot of people to commit it or to be its victims. We motel residents weren’t entirely isolated as a quarter mile in any direction there were stores, offices, parks or homes. We were just in this strange, undefinable neighborhood in the middle of definable ones that had people in them. 



Such is the way with low-end motels, though. They’re never in nice communities because they have hotels and bed & breakfasts. They’re never in bad communities because no one would stay. OK, I’m wrong about that. I can think of several areas of Orlando that were filled with motels. The Melody Motel and Arrow Motel were on Orange Blossom Trail and were nasty. Ditto two or three abandoned motels that became crack houses and where vagrants squatted. Homefires wasn’t as bad as any of them. It was a place that hosted hookers, like the Melody and Arrow on OBT. The difference was the whores who took their clients to Homefires knew they would be safe and the sheets, and bedspreads, would be clean. Tourists on a budget or young college grads exploring the southwest before getting jobs enjoyed the rates at and cleanliness of Homefires. There were those handful of folks on the dole who were glad to have lucked into the modest rooms that were in good repair and not among drug deals, more overt prostitution, robbery, violence and assorted gang-banging. We even had among our residents a young heroin addict named Jimmy whose parents paid Anne and Sonny, but mostly Shannon, to look after him in room…126, I think, when he wasn’t in jail or rehab. 



Homefires was off the beaten path, but pleasant and quiet. Not pretty but safe. And the owners, Anne and Sonny, really, and staff, Shannon and, when necessary Phil and Jaime to fix this or move that, were all friendly and helpful. It was a good place. Comfortable. I was with Linden, The Whore of Babylon and Gladys. Our children, old friends and families were all well and happy and would be very glad to see us in five years. Most of all, most important and most exciting, was that there were just enough people whose lives needed interference. 



First among them, of course, was Violet, who enjoyed the computer Linden and I got her. 

And it was great fun smashing the first one in a zany, and successful, attempt to make 27 

Shannon accept the other for her daughter. Next was the braces for which Shannon also agreed to let us pay, on the condition that we keep all the orthodontist bills so she can pay us back. “Pay it forward,” I said and, eventually, she agreed to do that. 



Second was Majel, though I hadn’t improved her life yet. I tried, by inviting her to the pool a few times in order for her to be near Violet, with whom she was in love. That second day when she came back the two girls worked on their planet project at one of two tables on the street end of the pool. I observed their body language and listened to what I could of their low voices and determined that Violet had done the entire project or report and tweaked it with just enough of Majel’s suggestions to warrant her co-authorship of it. When it was finished she excused herself and went back inside the room she shared with her mother, leaving her young suitor defeated. I expected this and called her over to where I sat with The Whore of Babylon and Gladys. I didn’t want her leaving feeling bad and thought that if we engaged in some witty conversation she might go home not so discouraged. 



Majel was chattier that afternoon having, I think, prepared to enjoy a nice visit with the thirteen year-old love of her thirteen year-old life. Saddened by the abrupt way Violet had whipped through their work, Majel wasn’t ready to go and was a little more animated than she had been the day before. 



Curiously, the girl asked me nothing about myself or Linden. It was clear by the way I caught myself sharing my real first name with her that I was pretending to be someone I wasn’t, and she respected that. I, of course, would have stayed up all night researching someone I expected of being undercover or living a double life. Not Majel, though she couldn’t resist demonstrating her awareness of it by imitating that awkward way I introduced myself to her. “So,” I said after she sat down on Linden’s chaise. “What’s your story?” 



Well, Majel Redfeather’s story was kind of interesting. Apparently her mother was from a wealthy family that owned ski resorts in Aspen and elsewhere and had a signature line of high-end ski equipment. More money than God kind of thing. Like Samia, except they earned it rather than stealing it via computer hacking and similar shenanigans. Her mother Ophelia “Feeley” Lincoln went through a period post Wellesley College where she shunned material stuff and went on a journey of self-discovery. During it she wound up at a party in Santa Fe where she met Alex Redfeather, who was, like, twenty years her senior. He lived in a trailer and took odd jobs and smoked peyote and wanted to be a sci-fi writer. They hooked up and Feeley got pregnant and she proposed to him and he said yeah, why not and she moved into his trailer. Said Majel, “Then she came to her senses and went home to Aspen.” 



“Did they divorce?” I was something… 



“Not right away,” Majel said. “My Dad wanted to make it work for my sake. He said he would get a steady job and buy a house for my mom and the baby…me. She wouldn’t take his calls or answer his emails or anything.” 
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“So he didn’t know she was rich?” Majel shook her head. Then she observed the sparkle in my eyes and said: 



“It’s good, isn’t it?” Her story was and she had me all figured out. Majel’s mother refused to tell her parents about Alex but then finally did. They encouraged her to see him and she said no, she was too embarrassed and that he was “big, old and ugly.” 



“Oh, Majel.” 



“She had me and gave me to her parents and told them to bring me to him.” 



“Oh, Majel.” I felt horrible but she didn’t seem to mind. But for an occasional quip or bit of sarcasm, her tone was monotonous, so she either masked her pain over her mother’s abandonment of her or she really didn’t care. I was leaning toward she really didn’t care until she said: 



“Why would I miss a woman who gave me up like that? I’m better off not being around her. Think of what she would have been like to me.” Delivered in her steady tone, my jaw still dropped, perhaps all the lower for her being so matter-of-fact about it. “Her parents, Jack and Diane,” there’s a song featuring a Jack and Diane, “are really cool. They bought us a house and got Dad an editor who got him a publishing contract.” 



“Really? How grand!” Majel smiled. 



“He’s pretty successful. He’s writes about Pan, the half man half goat.” 



“Yes! I LOVE Pan!” I laughed at how silly/excited I was and I’m laughing now as I recall it. 



“Yeah,” the thirteen year-old said, “who doesn’t love Pan?” I LOVE Majel, too, and might have said so had she not continued, “Pan lives in present-day Santa Fe and has, you know, adventures.” 



“Do people know?” I asked, suddenly very interested. “I mean, how does he cover up his horns and goat feet?” 



“I don’t know,” Majel said. “I haven’t read the books.” 



“How can you not have read the books?” I asked. “They sound very exciting.” I really thought so. “I’m going to get one,” I said. “I am.” 



“I can bring you one, if you don’t mind me coming back.” She didn’t have a lot of friends. And maybe she had none. She was needy but not irritatingly so. I said: 



“Yes, please. Would your father sign it?” 
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“To Charlie?” Majel asked. 



“To Charlie and Chuck,” I said. “My husband likes sci-fi a lot. I do, too, but not as much as him.” 



“OK,” Majel said, and got up to leave. As she did a skinny boy with long blond hair shouted at us from the far side of the parking lot. He had biked from wherever he was from on a beat up dirt bike. 



“HEY!” he said. My guest and I looked at him. He wore a baseball cap, probably to keep the hair off his face, a white tank top, cargo pants, Chuck Taylors, and beads around his neck and both wrists. And earrings. Dangly ones. On both ears. 



“Yes?” I said, all Larchmont Ladies Association. 



“Can my brothers and me swim in your pool?” The kid was young. Ten at the most. 

Fourth? Fifth grade? I didn’t know what to say. My first thought was to tell him no and ask Majel if her father would sign a second book to my cousin Linden in Amsterdam, but I didn’t want to be that kind of adult. The kid waited patiently for my response. So did Majel, at whom I looked, though not for advice, cause she was also a kid and it wasn’t her pool. Really, it wasn’t mine either. The decision would be Anne and Sonny’s. 



Then, behind the kid appeared his friends. Two black boys who I thought were brothers. 

One was older than the blond. He wore dark jeans, a brown tshirt and unremarkable sneakers. The young one was probably five and he was dressed similarly. The thing was, the older boy rode an adult woman’s bike with a Miss Gulch basket on the handlebars and his brother, the five year-old, rode on one of those wheeled seats behind him. You know, with an awning providing full water-proof cover. Yuppies have them for when they bike around beautiful parks with their toddlers. It turns exercise into a family outing. 

The thing was, and yes, I’ve already said what the thing was already, but the other thing was, the littler kid’s seat looked homemade. From parts. From parts collected at the junk yard that was a few blocks south? West? of Homefires. 



That wheeled seat gave me an out, so rather than saying yes or no about the pool I said, 

“Can I see that?” 



“What?” the blond shouted. 



“That thing your little brother’s on,” I guess I was addressing the older boy on the adult bike dragging it, but the blond said: 



“OK.” I said to Majel: 



“Do you have to go?” She smiled, revealing her mostly white but still obvious braces and said: 
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“No.” 



“Good. Please go to the office and ask whoever’s there to bring out waters and sodas.” 

She nodded once and walked out the pool gate and toward the office. I walked to the street end of the patio and beckoned for our visitors to come over. The blond rode his dirt bike and the other boy rode his Miss Gulch over to me. “My name’s Charlie,” I said. “My friend Majel’s getting us drinks.” 



“I’m Logan,” said the blond, “and these are my brothers Ephraim,” the older one, “and Jay,” the one in the seat that I noticed had a seatbelt, too. I shook hands with the older boys and regarded the sidecar, or rear car, and asked: 



“Did you make that?” 



“No,” Logan said. “Cheole did. Our other brother. Him and Cufe. They’re twins. They made it.” So you know, “Cheole” rhymes with “Joel,” but with a “CH.” “Cufe” sounds like “CHOO-FAY.” I think they’re American Indian. 



“It looks cool,” I said. “Is it comfortable?” Neither Logan nor Ephraim answered immediately, so I said, loudly, to Jay, “Is it comfortable?!” His older brothers looked from him to me, and then Ephraim looked at Logan, who nodded to him. Ephraim said: 



“Jay don’t talk. He’s…” he looked back at Logan, who mouthed the word, “disabled.” 



“Oh,” I said. “Well, at least he doesn’t have to do any peddling, so that alone makes it more comfortable.” I indicated the seat’s cover, or awning and said, “Was that from a baby carriage?” 



“Yeah,” said Ephraim. 



“And the seat came from a Big Wheel.” Logan added. I looked closely and realized it was. 



“No shock absorbers?” I asked. Ephraim looked at Logan, who said: 



“No, but he’s got a big cushion,” which was true and which looked very comfy, “and Ephraim doesn’t go very fast and doesn’t go over potholes.” 



“That works,” I said as Majel returned with cola, diet cola, lemon & lime, orange and grape sodas. “Thank you,” I said and then introduced her to the boys. “Who wants what?” 

I asked my three new friends. Ephraim looked at Logan, which was starting to bug me, but they were kids and he was shy and Logan was confident. 



“Ephraim wants a Coke and Jay likes 7-Up.” Majel handed Ephraim both. He got off his bike and put the kickstand down. Then he went back to Jay, unbuckled his belt and lifted 31 

him out of the seat. “Is he messy?” Logan asked. Ephraim nodded. “We should go,” he said to me and Majel. 



“No, don’t,” I said. “Does he need a diaper?” Ephraim nodded and Logan said: 



“He can’t sit long in his poop or he’ll get a rash.” 



“We’ll clean him up,” I said. To Majel, “Who’s in the office?” 



“Some young guy.” Phil. 



“I know I’m sending you on errands and I hope you don’t mind. Would you ask Phil to find Shannon…Ms. Lowe, and see if she has any diapers?” I didn’t know why she would but thought it was worth a shot. Majel nodded and handed me the rest of the sodas. Logan said: 



“I’ll have orange, please.” I handed it to him over the fence and then opened one for me. 



“Cheers,” I said, lifting my can. Logan lifted his but Ephraim was too busy holding the can  next to his brother’s mouth and trying to get him to drink it. He looked at Logan who said to me: 



“Do you have a straw? Jay can drink out of straw but can’t really drink out of a glass or a can.” I nodded and then, rather than waiting for Majel to return so I could send her back, shouted, “HEY PHIL!” He was speaking to Shannon on the phone from the office and had her hold for him as he responded, from the door: 



“Yeah?” 



“Can you bring us a straw for the little guy’s soda?” 



“I don’t know,” he said, honestly. “Let me see if I can find one.” He finished his call to Shannon, found a straw pretty quickly, and accompanied Majel back to the pool. I introduced the three kids to Phil, who opened the straw and handed it to Ephraim. 



“This is good,” the boy said, sticking it in the soda can. The rest of us watched him put the straw into Jay’s mouth and were relieved and happy to see him suck the soda through it like a champion. 



“OK, then,” I said to Phi. “They want to go swimming.” He looked at me, unsure how to respond, and we were both saved by Shannon, who appeared with an adult diaper from a stack she kept for older guests, a couple of fresh towels, baby wipes, powder, and lotion. 



“Charlie, do you need changing so soon?” she said, the cheeky monkey. 
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“You’ve got all the supplies,” Logan said. Shannon identified Jay as needing the diaper and held up the one she brought. 



“It’s going to be too big, but I can fold it so it’ll work perfectly.” I introduced the new kids to Shannon as Ms. Lowe and, bless their hearts, neither Ephraim nor Logan asked why they had to call her by her last name when they could call Mr. Cash and Mr. Gentry Charlie and Phil. “Why don’t you bring him inside here,” she indicated Linden’s chaise. 

She went in the gate and held it open for Majel, who held it open for Logan and, carrying Jay, Ephraim. Shannon spread out a towel and then stepped away, handing the other supplies to Logan as she did. He and Ephraim had the little boy’s pants and soiled diaper off in a split second. The beagles, who were fascinated by the new people and, more, the dirty diaper, would have had a grand time sniffing it but Phil offered to take it. The boys cleaned Jay up quickly and efficiently and then hesitated. Logan said to me: 



“Jay likes going in the pool. He doesn’t get to go so much. He’s clean and won’t poop again for a while, so I think it’d be safe to let him in yours. Is that OK?” I said, instantly: 



“Of course!” and then smiled at Shannon, Majel and, returning from having thrown out the old diaper, Phil. “Of course you can you go in.” I examined the pool, which I hadn’t entered because it wasn’t long enough for laps and I had had no desire to just flop around in it. There were steps in the shallow end, which was closest to us, and so I gestured toward them. Before I could ask anyone if we had trunks for the boys, Logan and Ephraim shucked their cargo shorts and jeans, revealing plaid and striped boxer shorts. 

Ephraim picked up Jay and Logan took off the little guy’s shirt. Then Logan stepped carefully into the pool, backwards, so he could watch his brother Ephraim step carefully into the pool with Jay. The two boys moved slowly and deliberately across the shallow end, gently dipping their disabled brother into the cool water. 



And all of us saw how little Jay’s face lit up as Ephraim dunked him first to his knees, then his waist, then the middle of his chest. Jay beamed, laughed and clapped and so, I wasn’t a bit embarrassed to realize, did I. 







My Homefires friends and I were glad to have Logan, Ephraim and Jay use the pool, and invited them to do so whenever they wanted provided an adult was there to watch them. 

Still, we thought it was wise to get written permission to host them from a parent or guardian. On their second visit, for which they brought swimming trunks, I said to Logan, 

“I need you to bring your mother over here so she can give us written authorization for you to swim in the pool.” This made him grimace. “What?” I said, knowing it would be good. 



“It’s our foster mother,” which I figured, “but she’s so irritating. I don’t want you to have to know her.” This made me laugh, hard. When I could I said: 
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“You are hilarious. And I thank you for wanting to spare me, but if one of you hurts yourself or drowns or gets murdered or something, we’re going to be liable.” 



“Yeah, OK,” Logan said. “Can I bring her next time?” 



“Yes, if you promise not to get hurt, drown or get murdered.” Logan thought about it and said: 



“OK. We won’t.” Before he joined his brothers in the pool I said: 



“And bring Cufe and Cheole, too, if they want to come.” Logan looked even graver than when I brought up his foster mother. He shook his head and said: 



“They won’t come.” 



“How come?” I asked. 



“They don’t like to leave the house. They never leave the house.” 



“Why not?” I asked. 



“Their parents set them on fire. Cufe doesn’t have ears or a nose. Cheole does, but his face is scarred, and he doesn’t have fingers cause he used them to put out Cufe.” I was sitting down when Logan said this in a very plain way. Still, I felt it in my chest and knees. I kept my hands at my sides, though, not wanting to reveal how horrified I was. I tried to match Logan’s tone when I asked: 



“How old are they?” 



“Fifteen.” Twins. 



“When did their parents do this?” 



“They were eight.” 



“Where are their parents now?” 



“Dead. In prison. He got it first. Then her.” I almost said good. Instead I said: 



“Do they go to school?” Logan shook his head. 



“They don’t want to. They were in the hospital and when they got out they lived with Marjorie. They were her first foster kids. She brought them to school but they weren’t treated right and so they wouldn’t leave the house. She just taught them at home.” 



“She can’t be so bad,” I said to Logan of Marjorie. 
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“She’s nice to us. She just talks a lot. A lot. It’s OK cause Cufe and Cheole don’t. They can. They have tongues and Cheole has lips,” GOD! “but sometimes I like to say 

something, and even Ephraim.” 



“Well, tell Marjorie to come next time. I’ll type something up giving us permission to have you here swimming and then she can sign it.” 



“OK,” Logan said and made for the pool. 



“Hey,” I added before he walked in, because diving wasn’t a good idea, “bring your other brothers. 



“They won’t come, Charlie.” 



“We’ll be nice to them.” Logan shook his head, firmly. He wasn’t having it. 



“What do they like to eat?” I asked. 



“Roast beef,” Logan said. 



“What do they like to eat that’s vegan?” Logan smiled. 



“I’m vegan, too.” 



“Right on.” I thought of some yummy vegan food that could lure the reclusive twins to the Homefires pool. Get ‘em out of the house and in circulation. I brought out the big guns. “You Ephraim and Jay are welcome to come back and swim and hang out here only if you bring Cufe and Cheole.” I tried to say it playfully but still kind of mean it. It sounded awkward and stupid. A weak and petty threat. Logan said: 



“You’re a turd,” and did a cannonball into the pool far enough away from his brothers not to swamp them, too much. 



Logan was right about me being a turd. Still, the following day as Linden and I relaxed by the pool with The Whore of Babylon and Gladys, a gigantic blue SUV pulled into the parking lot driven by a mousy blonde woman with thin hair and thick glasses. I knew this was Marjorie because Logan rode shotgun. 



“Here they are,” Linden said. 



“Are you surprised?” I asked. 



“Only that Logan isn’t driving,” he said, making me laugh. My husband and I stood up and approached the patio fence beyond which Marjorie parked. Logan got out and walked over to us, confidently. 
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“They’re in the car,” he said, of Cufe and Cheole. 



“Awesome,” I said. 



“They don’t want to come out, though. Yet. They want to watch.” 



“Won’t it be hot in the SUV?” Linden suggested. 



“They’re going to roll down the windows and I picked up some portable fans.” Go Logan. “They also have diapers if they have to go to the bathroom.” 



“Good thinking,” I said. Behind him Marjorie fussed over Ephraim, who carried Jay piggy back to the patio. We said hello to Ephraim, who returned our greeting. He carried his little brother to the thick blanket between our chaise lounges where the beagles waited patiently. He put Jay down gently, and then The Whore of Babylon and Gladys went at him, bathing him in licks and making him giggle so hard I thought he would suffocate on his own joy. 



“I’m Marjorie Rawlings,” Marjorie Rawlings said as Linden and I watched Jay’s giggle fit. A really small woman of about forty, she entered the patio with a big smile and lots of energy, holding her right hand out to me. I took it, shook it and said: 



“I’m Charlie Cash.” 



“So nice to meet you. May I call you Charlie?” I loved people who asked permission to address others by their first name. 



“Yes, please.” 



“And call me Marjorie.” To Linden. “I’m Marjorie Rawlings,” as if he hadn’t heard. She thrust her hand at him. He took it and said: 



“I’m Chuck Murray,” but before he could invite her to call him Chuck she asked: 



“May I call you Chuck?” 



“Yes, please,” my husband said. 



It occurred to me then, hearing us say them and Marjorie repeat them, how inappropriate our names were for us. Linden was soooooo not an Chuck and I was soooooo not and Charlie. They were fine names, for sure, but not for us. I can’t explain why or how they’re different from Linden and Christian. It was just a feeling I had since the cobbler from Pittsburgh assigned them to us, one that I felt fully when our tiny guest with her firm handshake and traditional manners asked us if she could address us by them. 
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“I’m so glad to know you and so grateful to you for making your pool available to the boys. Your kindness is much appreciated.” Before I could tell her we were happy to have them over, she continued. “And your dogs are adorable. Why look at how happy Jay is. 

I’ve never seen him so happy.” She indicated my chaise and said, “May I sit down?” 

Before I could say she could she did, facing the girls as they continued to love on their new friend. Marjorie held her hand out toward The Whore of Babylon, as is appropriate when meeting unfamiliar dogs, but our old girl wouldn’t give her the time of day. Still, she said, “They’re lovely!” Then she gestured for Linden and me to sit on either side of her. We exchanged a smile and approached, Linden returning to his chaise and me pulling up a chair. Before either of us could ask her if she wanted something to drink, Marjorie pulled a can of coconut water out of a macramé bag she had brought and said, 

“You have a lovely pool and patio. Just the right size for easy maintenance. And this awning,” she looked up, “is perfect. What a delightful spot to read and watch the pool and surroundings.” She was right. “I’ve lived in Santa Fe since my divorce. I was born in Santa Maria, California, and grew up in Burbank. My mother was an actress and my father a caterer for television and film crews. We grew up in a small cottage in Burbank. 

A nice area, if you can imagine it. She was on ‘Chips’ a lot. She had one of those unremarkable faces. She could have been on every episode in every crowd scene and no one would have noticed her. She almost was. She did that and ‘Charlie’s Angels’ and all the big seventies shows. It’s not easy being an extra. I say she was an actress but she really was an extra, which is acting, too. She got an under five once on ‘The Dukes of Hazard.’ She was a church parishioner. She said ‘You Duke boys!’ and something else. 

Unremarkable. My mother was unremarkable. My father was, too. Looks-wise. He was a good manager, though. He was a waiter in Santa Maria. That’s where he met my mother. 

She worked at a grocery store. They got married and then moved to Burbank. He got work as a waiter and then a caterer. There’s more money in catering. He became a manager and then his parents, my grandparents, gave him a loan and he bought a catering business. Craft services is what you call it on the set of a TV show. Hour-long dramas, mostly. For years. Sometimes he worked with my mother. It was good work. Steady. 

They were reliable. Unremarkable but reliable. They got a lot of work.” She sipped her coconut water and I glanced at Logan in the pool. He smiled knowingly and nodded his head. 



Marjorie continued talking, about her parents and then herself and then her first husband, and Linden and I nodded at appropriate times. We exchanged an occasional look but mostly daydreamed as we looked from her to Logan and Ephraim, and then Jay, Logan and Ephraim when the beagles had exhausted themselves and his big brother carried him in the pool. 



“My second husband was a meat inspector for the USDA. He owned the house where we live now. It’s two stories, which is unusual but it’s not. Adobe, of course. I got it in the divorce. We were married for eight months. He traveled a lot for work. I got very bored and so I went back to college to finish my degree.” Eight months of listening to her talk. I would have traveled a lot, too. Later, she got around to explaining her name. “I used my first husband’s last name, Rawlings, because Majorie Rawlings was a favorite author of mine from when I was a girl. She goes by Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings but my middle 37 

name was Evelyn. Marjorie Evelyn Karp. My father’s mother was Evelyn. Evelyn Karp. 

She was a sweet lady, but boy could she talk!” When our guest took her final sip of coconut water I said: 



“Linden and I have a document we need you to sign, giving us permission to have your boys over playing in the pool.” 



“Of course,’ she said, “I would be glad to sign it. Now, my uncle, my mother’s brother-in-law, was an attorney in Cambridge, Massachusetts. He went to Yale, in Connecticut, but then moved to Massachusetts to practice. He knew the president. President Clinton. 

They knew each other by their first names, though they weren’t close. He would probably still know my uncle if he saw him. Uncle Hugh. He’s retired now. My aunt passed away from cancer in the late nineties. It was very sad. Hugh was devastated.” I handed her the permission slip. She read it and talked at the same time, carrying on about Hugh and the Boston criminals he defended for decades. Linden handed her a pen and she signed it while describing her own mother’s cancer death. “I told her to get a hysterectomy after Sandra,” her aunt, “died of uterine cancer, but she wouldn’t do it. She was afraid of any kind of surgery, even more than she was afraid of cancer. She wouldn’t even go to the dentist. She took care of her teeth but everyone needs to go to the dentist. She needed root canals and crowns and bridges and never got any of them because she was too afraid to go. It ruined her smile. She could still work, though, because extras don’t need perfect teeth.” 



I had known Marjorie Rawlings less than thirty minutes and I was done with her. Ditto Linden. I searched for a reason to leave her company but didn’t want my husband to have to endure her alone, not when our relationship was unsteady. I thought asking after the twins and maybe excusing ourselves to get them drinks might save us from her, but remembered Logan describing how hooked up they were with fans, diapers and, likely, bottled water. I thought of excusing myself to use the bathroom, but that would only free me. Then I thought maybe I’d suggest Linden and I join the boys in the pool and maybe toss them around. Ephraim was too big for either of us to lift and Jay too fragile. I somehow didn’t see Logan as enjoying being thrown around, as alpha as he was, and so dismissed that idea, too. Then, after suffering ten more minutes of Marjorie mother’s cancer, father’s heart disease and her own ovarian cysts, I determined I would just drown myself, however, before I could I noticed The Whore of Babylon and Gladys, whom Marjorie had bored into a stupor, get up and walk over to the patio fence on the other side of Linden; this, in order to greet Cufe and Cheole, who squatted on the other side in order to see them. 



The twins were half American Indian and half black, though so much of Cufe’s skin had been burned I could only tell from his hands. He had no ears, nose or lips, only scar tissue. He had eyelids, which was a mercy because otherwise he would have had to wear a device around his head that shot a mist into his eyes. Logan explained this to me later, but I had also seen it on a TV show. Marjorie told us, also later, that both boys were doused with kerosene by drug addicted and otherwise ill parents who thought they were a burden and would be better off dead because life was so hard. When she told me this I 38 

managed to say, “Life wasn’t too hard for them to douse themselves and light each other on fire, though.” 



“Yeah,” their foster mother said, wryly. “Funny that.” 



Their mother lit Cufe and their father lit Cheole, but not as quickly, and so gave him the second it took to avoid the match as he threw his brother to the floor of their public housing unit and roll him around until the fire that ruined his face and nearly killed him was out. They both were later murdered in prison, which saved Linden and me, and probably Logan, the trouble. 



The fans and cooler full of ice and water kept Cufe and Cheole comfortable in the SUV 

for a while, but ultimately the heat forced them out, something Linden suggested was Logan’s plan all along. The boys could see their brothers enjoying the cool pool from the car and, as a draw, it quickly became more powerful than their fear of being seen by Linden, me and perhaps others. The beagles closed the deal as they had no interest in Marjorie, and through the open windows of the SUV, the twins shared a scent that interested them. And so the boys left the car, and so they approached the patio, and so they knelt down beside the fence and offered first their hands, both well and scarred, and then their faces, both scarred and well, to The Whore of Babylon and her protégée, Gladys. 



Cheole smiled as hard as Jay had as Gladys licked his cheek through the low metal bar. 

Cheole appeared to smile as hard as The Whore of Babylon went at him. I didn’t know if he could feel her tongue or saliva, you know, whether he had any working nerve endings in the scar tissue that covered his face, but determined it didn’t matter because the very fact that she was all over it was enough. It truly was stunning. Lovely and even divine to watch. I tore my eyes away from the brothers as I thought staring for any length of time would be rude, even though they were too caught up in the dogs’ attention to notice. 



And I looked at Logan, the control freak whose kindergarten class Marjorie and his brothers’ all were, and gave him a thumbs up that he returned and to which he added a big, jolly wink. 
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Chapter 4 

Stephen Mayfair 




Linden and I got into it over Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia once, soon after we landed in Santa Fe. He wasn’t generally one to dwell on things, maintain anger or hold a grudge. 

There were few things over which he got worked up, and once he did it was usually over. 

It took him longer to forgive me, or understand/accept how much less affected I was by being separated from our children, though. For weeks and even months after he expressed his feelings about it and we hashed it out to the extent that we did, it would occur to him. 

I could tell. He would see me chatting with Violet about books or prying further into Majel’s background or swimming with the brothers and resent me for the easy way I apparently embraced strange children, as if I never thought of, or didn’t remember, our own. 



I would see Linden’s anger on his face. I would see it change quickly to frustration at himself for springing Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia on me in ’08. Following that would be a struggle between his forgiving and understanding me and raging with jealousy, on their behalf, for now I connected with these new and needy kids. 



Sometimes Linden was unaware that I saw all of this playing across his face. Other times he saw that I saw and he would try to explain. I would apologize and he would tell me I had nothing to apologize for. Once I said, “Your fundamental opinion of me has changed, hasn’t it?” He reacted to this with real concern, embracing me hard and reminding me how much he loved me. It was a rare display of passion that both moved and alarmed me. 

He broke the hug, but to lean his forehead against mine, look at my eyes, hard, and say: 



“We were fostering them. Like so many Superior Mutts. People find us, we change their lives, and let them go.” Wow. “I just don’t want to let these two go.” 



Linden’s life experience was so profoundly different from mine. He truly never knew his real parents as Lucy Midwinter had obtained him from someone. She died of pneumonia when he was young, which wasn’t a bad thing. Margaret Toomey, his foster mother, died when he was young, which was a very terrible thing. His father Jacob took his own life as he lay with him, which makes me want to cry every time I think of it. I, on the other hand, had a stable family with loving, remarkable parents whom I lost when I was well into adulthood. The only person who left me as a kid was my sister Rose, and I didn’t miss her for a moment. 



My husband created a family when he arranged for Olivier and Kristen to adopt those babies. He did it for them and for me and for himself. And then he lost them. 



I know I’m going on about this but it really affected us. We had theretofore enjoyed an almost conflict-free relationship and marriage. Neither of us had ever been in a long or even short-term relationship before and so knew nothing of breaking up or exes. We didn’t argue. We rarely disagreed and when we did it was over minor stuff we got over and forgot. We never strayed or got jealous. We were solid. We were soul mates and 40 

knew it without having to articulate it to each other or anyone. Linden and I had gone so long without any great challenge we thought, cause he said so, that we were above it. 



How sad and painful it was to learn that we weren’t. That we were as human as other people. EEEK! It was painful for him to be so mad at me and painful for me for him to be so mad at me. 



OK, I’m done with that, for the time being, and so can focus on the next foster to find us, whose life we were going to change and whom we then would let go. His name was 

Stephanie Mayfair, to those in the kiddie pageant community, and Stephen Fairwind to his parents and the classmates he had in Durham, Connecticut; Lisle, Illinois; Lyme, New Hampshire; Germantown, Tennessee; Vale, Colorado and tons of other places. 



Stephen Fairwind was the only son of Stephen Fairwind, Sr., and Alice Butler Fairwind. 

Briefly, his father was a corporate fixer, a consultant hired by companies in different industries and of different sizes and both manufacturing and service. He was a manager and numbers man. He was a streamliner and downsizer. He studied financial spreadsheets and organizational charts and then attacked both with a thick red pen. He arranged for a corporate loan to fix one company and a asset sale to fix another. He walked through the front door of a company that was in the red and, later, walked out through the same door, leaving it in the black. 



Apparently, every eighteen months, though sometimes more frequently, Stephen Sr.’s career made it necessary for him to relocate, over and over, sometimes once a year and, twice, just three months. His wife understood and didn’t care. She loved him and social media and Skype made it unnecessary to be in the same neighborhood or state as a friend or loved one to enjoy his or her company. Both parents assumed their son felt the same way about friends and classmates. They told each other kids were much more 

sophisticated about the internet. That they loved computers and iPads were as satisfied hanging out in cyberspace as they were on the playground. Some were and some weren’t. 

Stephen didn’t care one way or another, though, because his childhood and early adolescent goals had zero to do with making and maintaining friendships. Instead of IMing this kid from Chatham, Massachusetts, and that kid from Iowa City, Iowa, he was querying kiddie beauty pageants in the villages, towns, cities, counties and states in which he was living, and in the places to which his father advised him they were moving. 



Yeah, Stephen Fairwind had this thing about dressing up as JonBenet Ramsey, while she was still alive, that is, and walking the runways of children’s pageants in the Great Oaks Mall in Oviedo, Florida or the Veterans of Foreign Wars lodge in Wynantskill, New York. Even more interesting was that he wasn’t gay, or even effeminate. He talked and walked like a regular boy and enjoyed traditional boy activities like collecting baseball cards and playing video games. Even more interesting was that his parents had no idea he had a desire to become Little Miss Ottowa County, Michigan, or Miss Denver Dumpling 2006 and, when they moved back to that city so his father could rescue another struggling company, Miss Denver Dumpling 2008. 
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Stephen was a nice looking boy. As a girl, however, he was stunning. I was wrong to compare him to JonBenet, as the wigs he purchased online and had shipped to PO boxes he secured, where always brunette, and the styles were always long and straight. His hair was brown and his eyebrows were brown and his eyes were hazel and his complexion didn’t look right framed by light hair of any shade or tone. Stephen was all about rich brown hair only. No blond, red or black. Just brown. He was also not into heavy makeup, either. He was a lipstick and eyeliner-only kind of guy. His dresses and costumes were also simple, or simpler than Honey Boo-Boo’s. Brown, green and navy they were, with a little gold here and a little lace there. Maybe a sash, maybe a petticoat. Again, nothing big or ostentatious. Less was more with Stephen Fairwind. His look was subtle. He carried himself like a young lady. He spoke in an educated voice whose pitch was only slightly higher than his own. He distinguished himself by not distinguishing himself. And his talent…oh, his talent… 



OK, Stephen Fairwind’s beauty pageant alter-ego Stephanie Mayfair was my late sister Deirdre as a girl. Oh my God, that just occurred to me, and how did I miss it at the time? 

Was his interest in walking runways in malls, moose lodges and county fairs what made me not to see the similarity? Were his scholarships, scepters, trophies and tiaras too large in number for me to see past? Stephen’s singing was his talent, as was Deirdre’s, but while my sister had to be coaxed into performing, fifteen year-old Stephen/Stephanie stepped out of the limousine that dropped him off at Homefires Motel belting “Defying Gravity” from “Wicked,” and I’m not kidding. 



Long story short, after eight years of telling his parents he was going to the park or library in Tempe, Indianapolis or Toms River, when instead he was slaying them at the performing arts centers in these and other cities, our boy was busted. Poor Stephen spent so much of his time keeping his pageants straight he never gave a thought to the companies or, in the case of Tacoma, Washington, the municipalities that contracted his father. He was an expert in entering competitions, submitting fees, getting to and from events and explaining his mother’s absence. He wrote, memorized and delivered eloquent and often profound responses to interview questions, all making some reference to Jesus. 

He WOW’ed audiences with torch songs, hymns, anthems or whatever was appropriate for the event, alternately giving attendees goose pimples or leaving them weak and weepy. And never, never once did it occur to him that his parents might ever, actually, in actuality attend one of his pageants. 



They did, in the spring of 2013. Miss Teen Tacoma occurred the first weekend in April, the day before Stephen’s fifteenth birthday, as indicated on the forged Stephanie Mayfair birth certificate a copy of which he attached to every entrance application. Stephen Sr. 

was hired by the Tacoma mayor and city manager to examine its budget with a specific focus on its public employee pension obligations as they related to the current rate of tax revenue and blah, blah, blah. Well, it was sometimes necessary for Stephen and Alice to attend social functions to which they were invited by his clients. The Miss Teen Tacoma beauty pageant was one of them, as the mayor’s thirteen year-old daughter was the favorite and he wanted all hands, including the city’s new consultant, on deck to cheer for her. 
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Stephen left his house before his parents did, on his bicycle, his costume, make up and wig carefully folded into a backpack. They didn’t ask their son where he was going because they never did. Stephen went to a downtown arcade, slipped into the girl’s bathroom and dolled himself up for the competition. He left his bike locked to a rack at the arcade and took a cab to the event location. I think he told me it was indoors or at least under a gigantic tent. It doesn’t matter. What mattered, what got him busted, was that he was, as usual, more beautiful, mature and graceful than the other girls, including and especially the overweight, tacky and talentless daughter of the mayor. 



Debbie, I’ll call her, stumbled up and down the runway in heels too high, wearing a sparkly gold party dress whose skirt was too full but still managed to reveal too much of her chunky thighs, adjusting a wig whose hair was big and banana yellow, and scratching her crotch because she hadn’t washed thoroughly that morning and…well, that’s enough of that. For her interview the MC asked Debbie what she wanted to be when she grew up and she said, “A Real Housewife of Tacoma,” which amused her father and no one else. 

She lip-synched to Miley Cyrus’ “Party in the USA” entering the audience and grinding up against men her father’s age, something that also amused the mayor and no one else. 

And throughout, Debbie passed gas so pungent and far reaching it wrinkled the noses of people blocks away. 



Stephanie wore a dark blue crushed velvet dress, advised the event-goers she wanted to be a social worker and sang “Meadowlark” from “The Baker’s Wife” so beautifully everyone, including the Debbie’s reluctant father, sobbed openly. And she won. 



Well, Debbie thought she was a shoo-in for the Teen Tacoma title, not the least because her father told her he was mayor and the judges all worked for him and they would all be fired if they didn’t vote for her unanimously. Then Stephanie Mayfair showed up out of nowhere and sang “Meadowlark,” securing the crown, key to the city and offers to represent a dozen businesses in commercial and print ads, oh and a full scholarship to the city’s premier private high school. Stephen told me a political party asked her to challenge the mayor in the next election. I thought he made that up and then he sang 

“Meadowlark” for me and I believed it. 



It was Stephen’s habit to accept the tiara and sash of those beauty pageants he won, thank the sponsors and media, and then disappear, ditching both in the nearest dumpster behind which he changed back into his street clothes. Then he would return to whatever house his parents were renting.  He would have made this standard getaway had Debbie what’sher-name not pushed her way through the herd of admirers that surrounded him and sucker punched him so hard he was lifted off the floor landing, unconscious, in the mayor’s own arms. 



Stephanie/Stephen came to in the psych ward of Tacoma General or whatever to find himself wigless, scrubbed of makeup and wearing a standard hospital gown. The jig was up, he knew, though he thought he could talk his way out of trouble and possibly even continue to compete as a girl. When his parents appeared, both in mild rages, he made no attempt to excuse his behavior, choosing instead to remain quiet. His silence only further 43 

angered his parents who, Stephen was sure, would have hollered at him had a nurse not presented herself at the door. Calmer, but still angry, Stephen Sr. asked, “Why couldn’t you handle all this moving by shoplifting or doing drugs like a normal kid?” 



“Why couldn’t you sing something insipid, like Christina Aguilera?” asked his mother. 

“Then you could have lost and we could have all gone home.” 



“What’s this about being a social worker?” asked his father. “There’s no money in that.” 



“Where’d you get those shoes?” asked his mother. 



Stephen realized right away there would be no more pageants and no more beauty in a future in which he continued to live with his folks. He realized this and determined quickly he had to go. The minute his folks left the boy summoned a nurse and told her his cross-dressing and everything was a reaction to watching his father beat up his mother with a sack of oranges three times a day and could she recommend a shelter to which he could take her. The nurse gave him an 800 number. He thanked her and asked her to release him so he could call. She did, dialed the number from the hospital room’s phone and then left so he could speak to a counselor privately. “I’m gay and I’m afraid my parents are going to kill me,” he told me he told a shelter volunteer. To me he said, “I’m sorry. There are kids in that situation and it’s not funny. I didn’t think they’d take me seriously if I told them the truth.” 



“I understand,” I said, though I didn’t. At all. 



Ninety minutes later a staff member picked Stephen up in a plain white van at a convenience store parking lot three blocks from the hospital. She blindfolded him and drove him to a safe house. He stayed overnight while the manager and board, several of whom had attended the show the day before, determined what they would do with Miss Teen Tacoma 2013. One of them happened to have heard about an obscure underground rescue network for mothers and, less frequently, fathers of babies in jeopardy and said, 

“Someone get me the number to Superior Bodies Gargamel.” 



Three days later, while I held Lil’ Jay in the Homefires Motel pool, Violet did homework on her laptop and Majel and Jay’s brothers tossed around a baseball elsewhere in the parking lot, Stephen Mayfair, as he called himself, pulled up in a limousine out of which he stepped singing, without any musical accompaniment, and none was necessary I assure you, that number from “Wicked.” 



Oh, and even harder to believe is that Stephen’s straight. Really. So strange is that. 



Stephen, as Stephanie, told us his story after I paid the driver and we assembled at the two umbrella tables on the patio. It was me, Linden, Sonny, Anne, Jamie and Shannon, cause she happened to be around and she knew the score. Phil was working so Jaime agreed to fill him in later. 
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When Stephen finished his story, Shannon offered to give him a tour of the motel and find him a room where he could freshen up and maybe change out of his dress. He thanked her, thanked us, excused himself and followed her through the patio gate and to the office where the Homefires housekeeper would get a room key. 



After they left everyone looked at me and I looked at Linden. I was not happy and he was not happy, either, though I was more not happy. I took a few breaths in an attempt to control my anger and then said, “There are gay kids committing suicide, being beaten by their parents and thrown out of their homes. They and other street kids sell themselves to survive and sometimes they don’t. This kid has a beauty pageant fetish that embarrassed his parents, and so he pretends he’s in mortal danger so he can, what, find a foster home with people who will let him continue to wear a dress and belt out showtunes?” 



“I agree. Completely,” Linden said. I was glad to be on the same page as him, though disappointed it was to disapprove of a kid who used resources meant to aid women and children in true danger and not those who just like to cross dress and whose parents never laid a hand on them. 



“God, I’m angry.” Sonny, Anne and Jaime didn’t comment. They didn’t know what to say. They knew Jack Ravenwood and his network through me. They knew I had visited Gargamel and what I discovered and they knew he had tasked me to rescue Ellie Beckett. 

I looked at Jaime, who had been a children’s social worker in Florida and had seen things far worse than an angry father asking his son why he couldn’t act out by stealing Twizzlers from a drugstore instead of beating his client’s daughter in a beauty pageant. 

Jaime said: 



“What do we do, send him back?” 



“We can’t,” said Sonny. “He knows where we are and knows, at least, that we’re some kind of fugitives. What’s to stop him from talking? Exposing us?” 



“The FBI knows who we are and where we are,” I reminded Sonny. “How much further than that could this boy expose us?” A beat. “I say we send him back.” 



“I agree,” said Anne. “Kids run away. It happens. If he’s not going to get beaten up or sent to a reparative,” she paused to ask, “is that a word?” I nodded and so did Linden. 

Jaime, too, I think. “If he’s not being sent to a brainwashing camp so he’ll turn butch and he’s not going to get his ass kicked I think he needs to go back.” Sonny nodded, found her hand and patted it. Linden was already on board. That left Jaime, who said: 



“He’s not in danger. I didn’t want to go to school when I was a kid, but I had to.” 



“My parents made us all be altar boys and deliver newspapers,” I offered. Linden said nothing but Sonny and Anne offered similarly common tales of routine childhood 

responsibilities. Sonny: 
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“So he can’t be in a beauty show until he’s eighteen and on his own. Oh well. I wanted to smoke and go to strip joints when I was his age but I couldn’t.” That comparison really registered with me. I was all about cross-dressing and torch songs, but not feigning actual abuse. 



We all agreed that Stephen/Stephanie could not stay with us at Homefires. None of us mind risking our anonymity and freedom for a kid, like Ellie Beckett, who was in real danger, but we weren’t going to accommodate…raise if you will, a brat who ran away cause his parents found out he was Miss Denver Dumpling 2006 and 2008. 



We worked on a plan to send Stephen Fairwind back to Tacoma. We didn’t trust him to go back, willingly and so putting him on a plane was out. We had to drive him, and Sonny and Anne offered to do so. “We’ll rent a camper and see California,” she said. 

“He’ll be bound in the back but that’ll only be for the ride up.” Phil appeared as we laughed at this and he said: 



“What’s going on?” We invited him to join us and brought him up to speed on the motel’s newest guest. Phil enjoyed the story, which I pretty much told entirely, though the others added details I forgot or put in the wrong order. Among them was Sonny, who advised me Durham was in Connecticut and not in Delaware. Yeah, whatever! 



Phil listened to me reiterate the story Stephen had just told us. I kept my tone even and didn’t editorialize. I wanted him to hear it as it was told to us. As I spoke, Linden, Sonny, Anne and Jaime realized I was doing my best to recreate the tale exactly as I heard it and interruptions like Sonny’s state correction stopped. When I was finished I looked at everyone but Phil and said, “Have I covered everything?” Linden and Anne nodded. 

Jaime said: 



“Yes,” and Sonny: 



“Well done, Christian.” We all looked at Phil and I asked: 



“What do you think we should do?” 



“What do you mean?” he asked. Phil. Poor Phil was always the stupidest in the room. I said: 



“What do you think we should do with Stephen? Do you think we should let him stay here? Should we turn him over to social services? Or should we send him back to his parents?” 



“They never hit him,” Sonny said. 



“He hasn’t missed a meal,” Anne observed. 



“They didn’t threaten him,” Jaime added. 
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“He’s not going a mental hospital,” I said. Curiously, Linden made not comment. Instead he watched Phil, carefully, and waited patiently for his opinion. The young man thought about it, asked questions both germane and not, the latter to buy time for him to continue thinking. The rest of us continued to wait for his response, though we expected him to agree with us, that Stephen needed to be sent back to his parents. 



Finally, Phil said, “Are his parents still in Tacoma?” I didn’t get it. Neither did Sonny, Anne nor Jaime. Linden did, though he said nothing. “Are they?” Generally thick Phil asked again. 



“I don’t know. I guess,” I said. “Why do you ask?” 



“Their son’s gone. Are they looking for him? Have they reported him missing to the Tacoma police?” 



“I guess so,” Sonny said, albeit not as confidently as he did other things. 



“I don’t see why not,” Anne said, even less sure of herself. 



“I see what you’re saying,” Jaime said, and then explained to Sonny, Anne and me, “If they’re looking for him, we send him back. If they’ve left Tacoma for the father’s next corporate rescue project, we don’t.” He looked at Phil and then Linden and asked, “Am I on the right track here?” They both nodded and I got it. 



The six of us remained seated at the two patio tables, mostly quiet, though bringing up the occasional point. As a group we were not as certain Stephen had to go back. We all agreed that we wouldn’t send him back, or seek out the Fairwinds’ if they left 

Washington State without making an effort to find him. After one very long bit of silence, at least a full minute, which is long for the half dozen of us, Linden said: 



“‘Why couldn’t you handle all this moving by shoplifting or doing drugs like a normal kid?’” Some combination of us, that didn’t include the increasingly smart Mr. Phil Gentry, nodded. Then the dumb young personal trainer and our fellow fugitive said: 



“You’re assuming the story Stephen said is true. Every part of it.” Linden, only, nodded at that, perhaps because it had also occurred to him. “Stephen, or Stephanie, is an entertainer. His story was pretty entertaining.” It was. “Maybe it’s not in real life, and he made it so for our sake, and so that he didn’t have to acknowledge it.” 



“Oh, Jesus,” I said. “I am the dumbest man on earth.” 



“It didn’t occur to me, either,” Anne said. “And I spent decades listening to inmates lie to me about their histories.” Sonny opened his mouth, most likely to agree with Phil and commiserate with Anne and me. He didn’t have a chance because a young teenage boy in jeans and a red v-neck t-shirt entered the patio through the gate and approached us. I am 47 

sure I had never seen him before, at the motel or any other place, and yet he looked familiar. I said: 



“Hello,” and he nodded a silent greeting. I made to ask him his name and introduce him to my husband and friends but stopped when I found the five of them looking at me as if I were the dumbest man on earth. I looked at their faces and then at the boy and realized, to my total mortification, I was looking at Stephen Fairwind, whose parents, we found out the following day, skipped town the day after the competition after which they realized their son was a drag queen. They left, and they left no one with a forwarding address to which we could return Miss Teen Tacoma 2013. 







Jaime and Phil took Stephen to get some clothes and other stuff while Sonny and Anne determined in which room he would live. That left Linden and me at the pool, of course, with the beagles, where we discussed what we were going to do with our new kid. “We can’t put him in school until we have a birth certificate and former school history,” he said. 



“We can get that, from what’s-his-face, the cobbler in Pittsburgh,” I suggested. 



“Or whomever got the book club their new identities.” We watched Logan, Ephraim, Jay, Cufe and Cheole carry on in the pool while Violet and Majel read, the former from a library book, the latter from a Kindle her father bought her. 



“Until we get that he’s got to stick around here. We could home school him. I can do English and math. And composition.” Linden considered this. 



“That would leave me with science, social studies and…” 



“Gym.” He laughed without mirth. 



“I haven’t been able to do a handstand since I got sick.” He referenced the Guillain-Barre Syndrome he had in 2006 that paralyzed him, including his diaphragm. Linden had recovered completely, but no longer did standing back flips or handstands like he had during our road trip to Boston the prior year. 



“Geography?” He nodded. “Computer science?” He shook his head. 



“Someone else has to do that.” We looked at Violet, who enjoyed the traditional paperback or hardcover book, but was nevertheless a whiz on her laptop. 



“She could tutor him,” I suggested, and then indicated Majel, on her Kindle. “Or her.” 



“That requires taking an awful lot of people into our confidence,” Linden said, correctly. 
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“I know, but haven’t we always?” He thought about it and nodded. “And but for Buck, no one has betrayed us.” He nodded again. Then we looked up to see Sonny’s SUV pull into the lot. Jaime, Phil and Stephen stepped out of it carrying large packages from discount department stores and also a Dick’s Sporting Goods. I indicated the bag to Linden and said, “Maybe Phil can be his gym teacher.” He was a trainer at LA Fitness, and more than once I came upon him in the motel office watching a basketball or other game. 



“Let me put this away and then we can play,” Stephen said, leaving the Dick’s bag and taking the other ones to the room Linden and I shared and he had used to change out of the dress in which he had arrived. Jaime disappeared into the office while Phil emptied the sporting goods bag, producing two baseball gloves and a handful of baseballs. Linden and I shared a look and then watched Stephen return to the parking lot with a couple of sodas he had taken from our fridge. Phil handed him one glove and put the other one on. 

He tossed him a baseball and then walked the length of the parking lot, turned around to face Homefires’ newest resident and said: 



“Show me what you got.” Then Stephen did, throwing the ball a very long distance, almost the length of a baseball field, with complete accuracy and tremendous speed. Phil caught it, but he had to take a step back for the power of the throw. Phil threw it back to him, normally, and Stephen caught it in his fresh new, but not broken-in, glove, with the same kind of ease with which the rest of us pour coffee, or blink. Effortless, it was. 

Effortless was his second throw, which was as precise and powerful. 



“Wow,” I said to Linden, who nodded his agreement. 



“Wow,” Phil said to Stephen. “Where’d you lean to throw like that?” The boy just sort of shrugged and Phil threw the ball back to him. Linden and I continued to watch their catch for another few minutes. Then I looked around the patio to find all reading and swimming had stopped as everyone else watched them, too. Majel asked, no one in general: 



“Is that the girl who arrived in the car this morning?” I laughed a yes. 



“It sure is.” Stephanie and Phil continued throwing the ball to each other, straight and fast, and then super high in the air. She…I mean, he, only missed it once, but that was because Phil got distracted by someone driving through the parking lot and threw it all wacky. The rest of us, including Jay, I think, watched them throw the ball at the ground between them, demonstrating their, OK Stephen’s, ability to stop a grounder I think is the term. Finally, Stephen got closer to Phil, the distance, I figured, between a pitching mound and home plate. Phil squatted as if he were a catcher and Stephen pitched the ball to him with the same speed and accuracy he had demonstrated from his first throw. 



“He’s pretty good, isn’t he?” Logan said. 



“Yeah,” Violet answered in a way that suggested she was impressed with more than his arm. I looked at Linden, who also recognized the interest in her tone. We deliberately 49 

didn’t look at Majel as neither of us wanted to see the disappointment on her face should she also have identified her crush’s interest in Stephen Fairwind. 



Phil noticed everyone in the patio watching them and so, of course, did Stephen. The former approached and offered his glove to one of the kids. Ephraim appeared to have the most interest. He looked at Logan for permission, bless his heart, and the young boy nodded. Phil gave Ephraim the glove and he booked out of the patio gate and to the far end of the lot. He and Stephen tossed the ball to each other and Ephraim displayed a talent for throwing and catching that was as good as Phil’s but couldn’t touch Miss Teen Tacoma’s. “How do you like that?” I asked Linden, who looked from the two boys 

playing catch to the girls and boys standing on either side of us, also watching them. 



“I like it. I think our little friends here like it, too.” 







Stephen settled into a motel room a few doors down from the one Linden and I shared. 

He seemed a mature sort, well mannered and capable of keeping himself busy. He had books, cable TV, a library card Shannon Gros obtained for him, and fast friends in Violet, Majel, and the Rawlings boys, particularly Ephraim. He and Logan were friendly but not close. Stephen was used to being in charge, of himself only, and Logan was used to be in charge of everybody. Had they hung out more they would have clashed, I think. They both seemed to recognize this and maintained a cordial acquaintance. Most often, Logan gave Ephraim permission to leave Jay with himself, Cheole or Cufe so he and Stephen could hang out together. Logan was a benevolent ruler, provided his subjects deferred to him. And they did. He had to be a Leo, like me. I asked him once when his birthday was and he said, “December third.” 



“Liar,” I said, and then laughed without explanation. 



Stephen Fairwind was a curious kid, more than for being straight, being good at baseball and dressing up to win beauty pageants. I couldn’t figure him out and that really bothered me. His description of the circumstances that led him to run away from home was interesting, but he truly had to have suffered more from his parents to take off on them like he did. Or he was just nuts, and I didn’t think he was. I would find out in time what details he had left out of the story he told us after finishing his opening number the day he arrived. I would find out and it would be tough to hear. I would be OK, though, because he had found Linden and me, and we’re really good about solving people’s personal problems. You know, if we want to. 
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Chapter 5 

A baseball team 




A baseball team, I advised Anne, Sonny, Phil and Jaime in a meeting I called at the pool. 

The four of them sat around an umbrella table while I stood, explaining who would be on the team and how I came up with the idea and other silliness. “Christian,” Sonny addressed the issue first, “I understand Stephen’s an excellent ball player and probably has a bright future, but how does it make sense to form a baseball team, here, when he can play at school?” 



“I’m glad you asked,” I said. “There’s a high school baseball team. I checked with the twins. It’s been chosen, though, and they’re well into their season. He’d have to wait a whole year to try out.” 



“Isn’t there some community team he could play with?” Anne asked. 



“Yes,” I said. “In the summer.” 



“So we form a team,” Phil said. “Who does it play?” 



“Anyone,” I said. “In scrimmages or just to horse around. Adult teams. Seniors. The all-girl high school team. Anyone who wants to play us can.” 



“And, again, the point of forming this team, beyond entertaining yourself?” Sonny didn’t say this cruelly, but felt compelled to acknowledge the personal entertainment value I would enjoy over putting this together. 



“Well,” I began, “there’s Stephen/Stephanie, and his being a fugitive, too. Then Cufe and Cheole, who are home-schooled and will only leave Marjorie’s house to come here. 

Don’t you think they want to play?” 



“Do they?” Jaime asked. 



“I don’t know. We’ll ask them. They’ll want to, I’m sure.” So silly, I was. 



“Can he play? Cheole?” Anne asked, referring to the boys having stubs for fingers, there having been burned off as he tried to extinguish the flames that nearly killed his brother. 



“I don’t know. We’ll figure it out. Get a special glove.” That was the easiest question so far. 



“And who else?” Phil asked. “You need nine players.” 



“Logan and Ephraim…” 



“Again, assuming they want to play.” Sonny said, reluctantly. I ignored him and continued: 
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“Violet, Majel…” 



“What?” Two or three of the four said, at once. Or maybe all four did…No, it was Sonny, Anne and Phil, only. Only! 



“Majel’s a big girl. A lesbian. Of course she wants to play.” All four of them laughed at that. 



“And Violet?” Anne asked. 



“She’ll do it because she likes Stephen.” 



“Oh, Christian,” Sonny moaned. 



“I can’t have negativity, Sonny. I need positive suggestions and thoughts, only.” He smiled and didn’t suggest anything. 



“And the two others?” Phil asked. 



“Terry’s providing them.” 



“He is?” asked Jaime. I nodded. “Who? How?” 



“He’s got a brother and sister staying at the chateau. Their parents were killed by drug dealers. I guess she was a worker packing coke or something and he wanted to get the family to the US so she stole some and the four of them fled…somewhere. The thing was to use the coke to buy their way across the border.” 



“Oh…” Anne shook her head, knowing how the story would end. 



“They executed the parents and sold the kids to sex traffickers, but they ran away. They showed up to the chateau starving and with fevers. Grady fixed ‘em up and they stayed. 



“When did this happen?” Sonny asked. 



“Last week,” I said. 



“How do you know before we did?” he was annoyed. 



“I don’t know, Sonny.” I was annoyed, and hurt. “I thought we were on the same team. I didn’t think you had some special relationship with Terry and Sea Grass South.” He realized what he had said and so did Anne, who looked at him and took his hand. 



“I’m sorry, Christian.” 
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“I forgive you, Sonny,” I said, cause I did. I didn’t have time for hurt feelings over North and South Sea Grass hierarchies. I had a baseball team to create. 



“When are they coming?” Jaime asked. 



“It depends,” I said. “I only suggested it to Terry. He was going to talk about it with them and Grady and Dr. and Mrs. Mann. If they all wanted to do it they will call and see if it’s OK with us.” Sonny still felt bad, so Anne said: 



“Of course it’s OK with us. It’s safer for them, especially if someone bought and paid for them and is looking for their property.” She reviewed what she said and shuddered at the horror of it. 



“Look, if no one wants to play that’s fine. We’ll hook Stephen up with a coach or a tutor who’ll develop him. I just think it’s a great opportunity here, especially for Cufe and Cheole.” No one disagreed. “They can’t live with Marjorie forever.” No one disagreed with that, either. “How they’ve managed to tolerate her and her mouth this long is something I’ll never understand.” Everyone nodded his agreement as each of my four friends had endured at least one conversation with her. 



“So how do we proceed?” Phil asked and then indicated Jaime. “Do we need to pick up some equipment?” 



“I’m glad you asked,” I said. “I’ve already ordered some. This morning. OK, Linden did, or he’s doing it now.” 



“Make sense, please, Christian?” That was Sonny, the bastard. 



“This morning he and I found a place that makes baseballs and baseball gloves from man-made material.” I looked directly at Sonny, then looked harder. I got real close, too, daring him to say a word. He didn’t and no one else did, either. “Linden’s buying a bunch of them now and I’ll have everyone try them on and break them in, you know. We’ll toss around a ball and then maybe get a bat.” I looked from Phil to Jaime. “That’s something you can get downtown or wherever. Then we can play in the lot in the back.” I gestured past the motel to a property that once hosted a weekend flea market (EEEK!) but had been abandoned like so many other businesses immediately surrounding Homefires. 



“There’s still buildings…or booths on the lot,” Anne said. 



“Uh-huh,” I teased her. 



“No,” Jaime said, knowing what was on my mind. 



“Phil?” He had experience setting fires, though Linden and I also did. The puppy store in Florida whose owner was planning to do so for the reward. We dug up dead puppies behind Superior Bodies, rescued the stores pups, putting the little bodies in their crates 53 

instead, and then lit the place on fire ourselves. They got busted and their inventory got saved. Everyone looked at Phil, who shrugged and said: 



“Sure.” 



“See,” I said, to Sonny and everyone, but mostly to Sonny. “It’s all good. It’s all really good. Stephen will get to practice and everyone will have fun and have a goal.” Phil nodded and smiled, clearly on board. Jaime nodded, but not as hard. Still, he said: 



“It’s good for kids to have something to do. To be part of a team.” 



“The two staying at the chateau,” Anne said. “Do they understand English?” 



“Terry said they did a little. Enough to communicate. They’d need tutoring.” 



“I could do that,” Jaime said. 



“What do we do now, Christian?” Phil asked. 



“Let’s wait until the gloves come. Then we can get as many of the kids at the pool as possible and bust them out, like it’s Christmas or something. We can toss around a ball with them and see who is good and who likes doing it. After a couple of days of that I’ll suggest a team.” Phil, Jaime and Anne were OK with that approach. Sonny asked: 



“And what are you going to call the team, Christian?” 



“I don’t know,” I said. “I figured I’d let the players decide.” Sonny…what a bastard he was that day. 



“How about Homefire Homies?” Anne said, earning a frown from Sonny. She responded to it with an eager smile and nod, rubbing in her excitement about the team. He responded to that by shaking his head. 



“I think it’s a good name,” Jaime said. 



“Me, too,” said Phil. 



“I think it’s grand!” I almost shouted. The kids are going to be so excited! 



“All right,” Sonny said in a conciliatory tone I didn’t buy for a second. “Are you forming this team of misfits so you can join a league and find some team of rich white boys with expensive equipment to play?” 



“Oh, Sonny.” Anne was losing her patience with him. 



“Like some 80s underdog movie?” I asked, revealing my age. 
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“Like some 70s underdog movie,” Sonny said, revealing his. “Like ‘The Bad News 

Bears’ or “Bustin’ Loose.’” 



“I LOVE ‘Bustin’ Loose,’” I exclaimed. “I DO!” I wasn’t kidding and so I added, “I’m not kidding.” Then I hummed that happy melody that played over the end credits and everyone looked at me like I had lost my mind. I shut up abruptly and said, instantly annoyed, “Look, I’m just trying to stay busy doing something worthwhile. These kids are misfits for sure, but I have no interest in making them national champions or whatever. I just want them to have friends and have fun and not think of themselves as different or less than others. If you, Sonny, or anyone has a problem with that I’ll bend over so you can suck a fart out of my ass. Any questions?” No one responded for several long moments. Then Sonny burst out laughing, said: 



“Suck a fart out of your ass?” and laughed harder. 



“Yes,” I said, controlling my own laughter. “I heard that expression in a movie. I thought it was kind of vulgar, but something about your attitude toward my baseball team idea made it seem appropriate to say.” 



“Suck a fart out of your ass!” Sonny kept laughing. Anne smiled and shook her head, amused less by the expression and more by her lover’s laughter. Jaime and Phil laughed, too. 



“Yes, Sonny. I’ve been saving one for you this whole conversation. I’m fixin’ to let it go, so you won’t have to suck too hard.” Sonny roared, clutched his stomach, and laughed so hard and for so long I thought he would collapse. I had nothing further to say to my friends and so excused myself and returned to my room. 



On the way I saw a UPS van enter the parking lot. Our vegan gloves and balls had arrived. 







Mid-September, I think it was. I arranged a barbecue, on the pool patio of course, featuring veggie burgers and veggie hot dogs. The attendees included Terry and Grady, Shannon Gros and Violet, Majel and her father, Alex Redfeather, Marjorie Rawlings and her boys, and Luz and Jose Juan Ramirez. 



Luz and Jose Juan…Terry and Grady had driven across the border a week before. They were extremely shy and frightened. Terry returned to Mexico City right away, but Grady, on whom the kids relied, likely for having ministered to them when they arrived, sick and raving even, stuck around for a week. He and Jaime, who understood Spanish and bought tapes to improve his knowledge of the language, spent the week with them. Anne 

arranged for adjacent rooms for them with a connecting door. They moved into them but spent every night sleeping in the same room, again out of fear. Luz was twelve and Jose 55 

Juan, eleven. They both seemed younger, perhaps because of a poor diet. Anne took charge of their meals and provided as much breakfast, lunch and dinner as she could get them to eat. 



The obvious reason for the barbecue was to force everyone to eat vegan food and to welcome Luz and Jose Juan. Everyone was kind to them, of course, though few 

understood Spanish. Sadly, Marjorie knew it fluently, and was all over the two of them yakking it up about her junior year in Barcelona and blah, blah, blah. The two of them just looked at her in some kind of trance as she went on about all kinds of things I didn’t understand and therefore can’t describe. I finally rescued them by getting everyone’s attention and announcing a special surprise. I watched Marjorie translate what I said to our new friends, who appeared more alert now that she wasn’t droning on about her boring life and her polyps and everything. “Thank you for coming,” I began and then welcomed Alex Redfeather, of whom everyone had heard and only Shannon had met, at a school function. Then I welcomed Luz and Jose Juan and had everyone introduce himself to them by saying, “I am Charlie” or whatever in Spanish. They seemed to like this part until Marjorie took it upon herself to translate what everyone was saying into English. 

“Charlie just said, ‘I am Charlie.’” Mercifully, Jaime stepped in and made her stop, which she did reluctantly. 



When it was Jay’s turn, he obviously couldn’t speak and so Logan did an effective ventriloquist thing and said, “I am Jay,” in Spanish and in a kid’s voice. This amused Luz and Jose Juan so much they actually smiled. Jaime kept Marjorie occupied so she wouldn’t ruin it by imitating Logan’s effort. 



After that I clapped my hands a couple of times in the air, which was Sonny and Grady’s cue to carry two large boxes from the office, one that contained baseball gloves for everyone, all made from recycled material, and baseballs made of the same stuff…old tires or something. Grady carried baseball jerseys I had made in everyone’s size with the name Homefire Homies on the front and each person’s first name on the back. The mitts came out first and all the kids got super excited except Luz and Jose Juan, who didn’t know what was going on and that I signed them up for a baseball team even before they arrived. Before Marjorie could bore them with an explanation about baseball and then go off on tangents unrelated to anything, Jaime knelt between them and told them we were forming a kids baseball team and they were invited to be on a team if they wanted. They 089+had heard of American baseball and he had played it with some other kids years before. Jaime told me he explained to his sister that it was fun and she was a good sport about it and agreed to play. Seconds after that Grady busted out the jerseys, one of which said “Luz” and fit her perfectly. Bless her heart she was thrilled to have a new and cool gift that had her name. So was her brother and so was everyone, including Jay, whom Logan made say, “Yaaaaaaaaaaay!!!” without moving his lips. 



The kids wanted to get busy right away playing ball, even Violet, who seemed to me the last person who would have an interest in sports. It seemed I was right that her interest in Stephen was enough to make her play. I later gloated to the Book Club North about that, a lot. I made some hay about waiting until we had a formal practice and to break in your 56 

gloves, as my brothers did every time they got a new one, by putting them under their mattress. I recalled, too, my brothers putting some kind of oil on their baseball gloves, but that’s because they were made of skin. I didn’t think it was necessary for the man-made gloves Linden and I bought, and there was nothing in the box or any directions suggesting it. 



I saw Sonny examining one of the gloves, ‘cause we got extras in case someone lost his and in case some combination of Sea Grass Book Club adults were around during 

practices and wanted to help. He shook his head as he considered the veganness of it and looked at me with a surly expression. I looked at him, scanned the group of excited kids, and looked back at him, as if to say, suck that fart I told you about. He looked around, too, and nodded to me, acknowledging that so far my Homefires Homies plan was a success. 



Stephen was an alpha and Logan was an alpha. They both wanted to play ball and, between them, they were able to get everyone else on board, including a very reluctant Cheole, whose glove kept coming off, because the tips of the fingers of both hands had been burned off when he put his brother out. While the baseball thing was my idea, I wanted to get the other adults on board and saw an opportunity to do so by enlisting their help with Cheole’s glove. I asked Sonny, Grady and Phil what they thought he should do to make it fit and be able to throw properly. Logan heard us and said, “How about some Wolverine fingers. With blades!” and then he laughed. I laughed, too, but more because his laughter was so funny. Grady and Sonny considered this and called Cheole over. 



“Let me see your fingers, son,” the veterinarian said. Cheole didn’t know Grady so well and was scared. He looked at Logan, who nodded that it was safe, and he gave the doc both of his hands. Grady poked around, bent them, checked if he had feeling here and there, and pretty much did a thorough examination. He said to the boy, “I think I could create a harness and attach some small metal strips to it that could extend your fingers into the glove. It would support it and make it easier for you to use it.” Cheole brightened, as much for the proposed solution as the candor with which Grady addressed him. Frank and respectful, Grady was. He didn’t talk down to the boy and speak in euphemisms. He also didn’t promise it would be a success. Then he said, “Can you throw?” Cheole shrugged and said: 



“I don’t know.” Phil produced a ball and gave it to Grady to give to the boy. Ephraim ran a few yards away and held his glove up, inviting his brother to throw. Cheole did. He aimed too high and it went over Ephraim’s head, but that’s really because he didn’t go far enough, I think. Grady asked, “How did that feel?” 



“OK,” Cheole said, nodding once. “Can I try again?” 



“Yeah, that would be good. Throw the ball around and let me know how your throwing hand feels and if we need to do anything to it.” 
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“OK,” he said again, and then added, “Thank you.” Cheole went off to play catch with Ephraim, who lobbed the ball to him gently because he didn’t have a glove. Some combination of the rest of us watched, including Jaime, who was talking to Luz and Jose Juan, explaining the game and advising them to break in their gloves. Watching him with the two Mexican orphans whose parents were fucking murdered by asshole drug dealers was as sweet as watching Grady with Cheole. Then I looked from them to Cufe, who stood by himself, watching his brother who had no fingers but had a face and hair, and I shouted: 



“Hey Cufe, do you want to throw the ball around, too?” He shook his head, even less talkative than his brother. “Do you want to try on your shirt?” He shook his head harder, which made me think maybe he didn’t want to change shirts in front of us, thus revealing how burned his chest was, too. He swam, of course, but he always wore a colored t-shirt in the water. “Do you want another hot dog?” I asked, and he shook his head again. Then he gestured for me to come over to where he was. I did, worried that maybe he would say he didn’t want to play or drop some other kind of bomb. He said: 



“Did you get any baseball caps?” 



“No, I didn’t,” I said. “I actually wasn’t sure everyone would want to play and if everyone would like the name, so I just got the shirts, first. I’ll order matching caps tomorrow.” Cufe nodded. After an awkward silence I said: 



“Are you concerned about people seeing you in the field, playing?” I was as frank with him as Grady had been with his brother. The boy nodded. 



“I don’t have any hair and my face is ugly.” I didn’t disagree and I didn’t say any comforting platitudes that would have been stupid. I just said: 



“Hmmm.” Then we were quiet again, watching cheole throw the ball, very well, to Ephraim, and catch his gentle returns in both hands. I looked from them to Stephen, Violet and Majel, who ate watermelon and chatted. And then I thought of Violet’s long hair, Majel’s long hair and the short hair Stephen sported when he wasn’t competing. I clapped my hands and howled a bit, and then shouted, “Hey Stephen, come here!” The three thirteen year-olds looked up at me and then he excused himself from the girls and approached Cufe and me. “Cufe’s concerned about his appearance, out on the field in front of a bunch of people.” Stephen looked at him and, bless his heart, didn’t offer any comforting platitudes either. Instead, he determined quickly what I was thinking and said: 



“Do you want to wear my wig?” Cufe looked at him with surprise. Then he looked at me and I nodded a bit, advising him I thought it was a good idea. Then he looked back at Stephen, who said, “I can get it from my room.” 



“What do you think?” I asked Cufe. He kinda shrugged and kinda nodded and Stephen turned around to got get his wig. He took three steps, stopped and said to Cufe, “You wanna wear a tiara, too?” I laughed and said: 
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“No, but I do. And hold a scepter. Thank you now please go get everything.” Stephen laughed and left quickly. I said to Cheole, “I’m going to look awesome in that tiara holding that scepter. Don’t you think?” The poor boy looked at me for a few moments and then nodded. 



Stephen returned quickly with a bunch of things, including several sashes, some makeup and a portable mirror. Everyone, including Cheole and Ephraim, watched him return to the patio with two arms full of stuff. Linden saw what was going on and advised everyone to continue going about his business. He was talking sci-fi and fantasy with Alex Redfeather as my husband is a fan of those kinds of dungeons and dragon-like books. Shannon endured Marjorie, Grady and Terry examined a glove, and Jaime got Luz and Jose Juan talking with Violet and Majel. Anne cleaned dinner stuff while Sonny cut a second watermelon. Logan changed Jay on a chaise and then brought him into the pool. 



On the other end of the patio, Stephen put all his stuff on a table and asked Cufe to sit down. He examined his scarred face and said, “I want to give you some foundation to even out the different tones in the scar tissue, but since I’m white I only have light colored shades.” As he explained this I put on a Denver Dumpling sash, even though it was kind of small on me, crowned myself with the tiara and held the scepter like it was some kind of wand. I picked up the mirror with my free hand and examined my 

appearance. 



“God,” I said to no one in particular, “my childhood was wasted not entering pageants in my community.” Stephen considered me for a moment and said: 



“Yes, I bet it was.” To Cufe, he continued, “I recommend some eyeliner to define your eyes, which are kind of buried, and a very pale lip liner to give you lips.” Cufe nodded, agreeing to both. “You don’t have any eyebrows, so we’re going to need to pencil some in. Also, you don’t have eyelashes.” He paused. “I don’t know if you want to do false ones.” Another pause. “Most of them are super long and thick and you don’t want to look like a drag queen.” He laughed and so did Cufe, though I don’t think he was sure why. 

“The make up will be subtle, and from the bleachers no one will even know you’re wearing it.” He was good. So good. “The wig is going to be a bit much, cause it’s long and dark and has bangs. I wouldn’t do eyelashes on top of it.” 



“I agree,” I tore myself away from the mirror long enough to say. 



“The wig alone will go far toward hiding your face, and those who see it won’t be so shocked or sad for you with the proper base and other cosmetics. I’ll give you enough to take home so you can experiment with it. You can ask your brothers to help you, too. 

They’ll let you know what they think.” I was sure Logan would. “You can take the wig, too since I won’t be using it right away.” Cufe was very attentive to Stephen and nodded his agreement to every suggestion. I said: 
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“I’ll have Anne pick up some dark skinned foundation and we can order some more wigs online,” I said. “Some that aren’t so Miss Teen Dumpling USA.” I laughed and Stephen laughed and Cufe smiled. Then Stephen got to work with the lip liner and lipstick, and eye liner. When he was through he put his wig on his new friend very carefully and securely. The loveliest part of this beauty consult, was that Stephen had no problem touching Cufe’s face. He knew the scars didn’t hurt and they didn’t disgust him. He held his face and turned his head and arranged the wig and combed it out as if he were doing it to himself or someone else who hadn’t been set on fire. It was all business and it was great to watch. Everyone else agreed because I stole glimpses at the others as each stole glimpses at Stephen’s effort.  When he was finished he said to Cufe: 



“OK, look at me.” The other boy did. Stephen examined him, thoroughly, and said, “This is a good start. The eyeliner is good but I need to get a different shade of lipstick and lip liner. Like the wig, something more gender neutral. Unless you want to be a girl?” Cufe smiled and said: 



“No thanks. I like being a boy.” 



“OK, that’s good.” Stephen held his hand out for the mirror and I gave it to him, reluctantly. He held it up to Cufe and the boy looked at his defined eyes, defined lips and thick head of long brown hair. He said, simply: 



“That’s good.” 



“I think so, too,” I said. 



“Yeah, it’s good for now.” Stephen’s standards were clearly higher than ours. “It’s only going to get better as we both work on it and try stuff. You’re going to look great out there in the field, though. Have you played baseball before?” 



“Cheole and I were in a tee league.” Stephen nodded and said: 



“Excellent.” He put his makeup away. “Do you know what position you want to play?” 

Cufe thought about it and then shook his head. “That’s fine.” He looked at me. 

“Everyone’s going to have to toss a ball around and bat and we’ll figure out who’s best where.” He was awesome. I loved Stephen. I loved all these new kids. “OK,” he said to Cufe, his creation, “Let’s go wow everyone.” He got up and cufe got up and I followed the two of them back to the others, who coo’ed and praised Stephen’s work but not too much, because that would just reinforce to Cufe how horrible he really looked. 





When the barbecue was over and the Rawlings clan went home and Shannon and Violet retired to their room and Majel and her father left, I asked Phil and Linden about setting fire to the remains of the abandoned flea market on the other side of the motel. “What time should we do it, do you think?” 
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“How about two a.m.,” Phil suggested. Linden and I agreed and then we also retired to our room. 



My husband and I spent as much time together as we did before landing in Santa Fe. 

Actually, that’s wrong, we spent more time because, but for forming a baseball team, neither of us had anything to do. Linden tried learning about other firearms and lost interest as he was devoted to his Walther PPK and no other gun interested him. He also found someone to lay the tile in our room because that, too, didn’t interest him. He was all about the team and all about burning down the booths and office of what had long ago been a successful flea market. He just wasn’t that into me. 



We slept in the same bed with The Whore of Babylon and, now, Gladys between us, but we didn’t reach over them as we had. This thing about Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. I wanted to tell Linden what he wanted to hear in order for him to get over the anger he had toward me, but I couldn’t. He had to love me as I was even when, like now, it disappointed him. 



Linden asked me about Cufe and his makeover. I asked him whether he thought Stephen and Logan would come to blows. He watched TV with headphones so I could read. Then we went to bed. 



Welcome to my marriage in Santa Fe. 



At two a.m. my husband woke me up and the two of us dressed in all-black clothing I had Jaime pick up at a thrift store specifically for our mission. We met Phil by a soda machine under the second floor balcony where the first floor split, as the area was blind to the few cameras we had in the motel. The three of us walked quickly across the rear of the Homefires property, across a narrow street and toward a copse of trees and bushes inside of which our experienced arsonist friend had left a container of gasoline two days before. 



The fire could have been set by any one of us, but things were easier when more than one person was there. Phil poured gasoline over strategic parts of the dry rotting wood frames that had defined the booths out of which piece of shit Santa Fe residents used to sell their junky southwestern jewelry and factory made dream catchers. When he was through we divided the area in thirds and each set matches to the areas soaked in gas. That took less than a minute after which we returned to the bushes and changed into street clothing. We washed our hands in soapy water with bleach, a container of which Phil had also stashed with the gas and clothing. After we were clean and changed we threw the black clothes, gas container and water bottles into the fire and returned to the motel. 



Phil, Linden and I hung out at the soda machine until police and firefighters arrived. It was less than fifteen minutes. We waited for Anne and Sonny, Jaime, Shannon and Violet and Stephen to wake up and come outside before approaching the fire from the rear boundary of the motel. 
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I asked Jaime where Luz and Jose Juan were, assuming they would be curious about the fire. He said he didn’t wake them and even if they got up they would probably stay in their room. “Mexico’s so violent, Christian,” he said. “Something like this has no awe for them. Only fear, of intimidation or death.” I understood. 



The Santa Fe Fire Department had the fire, fires, out quickly, but not before they collapsed the skeletal wooden structures. I was confident the city would require the property’s owner, a bank in Minneapolis, to have the burnt debris removed from the lot. 

The neighborhood had few residents and little traffic and so I wondered if the bank would comply. If it didn’t I was going to start a campaign of petitions and harassment until they did. I mean, Linden, Phil and I didn’t get up in the middle of the night to set the flea market’s corpse on fire so the Homefire Homies could jump over charred wood as they rounded the bases of what would be our diamond. 



Yeah, that lot was ours and it needed to, and would, be cleaned up, and mowed, fast. 



. 
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Chapter 6 

Wigs 




No one investigated the cause of the fire that burned the remnants of the flea market. No one cleared it, either. Linden, Anne and I called, wrote and went online to make requests, citing it as a hazard, etc., but no city workers cleaned up the charred remains so the northern half of the Sea Grass Book Club did. Shannon helped and so did Violet, which meant Majel, too. She didn’t have to be engaged in conversation with the object of her affection. It was enough to be within sight of her. Because of this I imagined her being part of the Homefires Homies was a grand opportunity for her. Majel played because Violet played. Violet played because Stephen played. Stephen played because he was really good and, you know, there were no beauty pageants going on in the city at the time. 



In retrospect I was glad Santa Fe took so little interest in the land. It was privately owned and therefore not their official responsibility, but generally municipalities give property owners a deadline for cleaning up their land, and if they don’t the city will do it and then charge them. In the case of what would be Homefires’ baseball diamond, local authorities put out the fire and then didn’t give the place a second look. This meant, hopefully, that they wouldn’t bother us when we took it over. 



I called a practice for the Saturday morning after the fire, whatever day of whatever month in the fall of 2013 that was. Four of the players—Violet, Stephen, Luz and Jose Juan—lived at Homefires, so communicating that information was easy. Majel found out from Violet. I called Marjorie Rawlings so she would drop off Logan, Ephraim, Jay, Cufe and Cheole at nine a.m., with their gloves. I was at the pool, of course, when I made the call. No sooner had I advised her of the date and time of baseball practice I put the phone down on my lap and read whatever book I had going on. For close to thirty minutes. On occasion I’d lift the phone to my ear and say, “Uh-huh,” as she talked and talked, you know, just to be nice. 



I hung out on the patio with the beagles most days. After school Violet and Majel might join me. Less frequently, but still two days a week Logan and his brothers would come over and horse around the pool and horse around the parking lot. They always brought Jay and always included him in whatever they were doing. Simon Says, running bases, freeze tag, Frisbee…it’s what I played and might have been what they played had I paid closer attention. I was just happy they were there and active and enjoying themselves. 

Especially Cufe and Cheole. Cufe always wore the wig Stephen gave him but abandoned the makeup thing, satisfied the long hair covered his face enough. Grady and his father, who was a surgeon, rigged one of the cruelty-free baseball gloves for Cheole. 



Linden studied Education online, and I’m not kidding, you can, and used what he learned to teach Stephen. Reading, writing, arithmetic and science. He found a site that had prepared, age-appropriate lessons in those four subjects, studied them, and then taught them to Stephen, who was a excellent student. He was respectful to Linden and a hardworker. He was respectful to all of us, including and especially Shannon Gros. And he assisted us with maintenance and housekeeping, at least as much as we would let him. 
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I think Stephen realized he had basically run away from home on the spur of the moment and, in contacting the shelter and the staff there hooking him up with Ravenwood and, ultimately, me and Linden, went too far. I mean, he knew, saw and touched Cufe, and so had to have appreciated the difference between being yelled at for doing drag and being set on fire. And, so, he made himself as useful and not-difficult as he could. He also thanked us at every opportunity. 



Luz and Jose Juan were more difficult, not because they were lazy or impertinent, indeed they were as nice and hardworking as Stephen. They were both just shattered by their parents’ deaths, the drug violence they witnessed in Mexico, and being thrust into a new environment with people who spoke a different language. They often cried, and hid, and hoarded food. They had night terrors. Luz wet her bed and Jose Juan set fires in the bathroom of his motel room. Jaime reduced his hours as an investigator at Santa Fe Animal Services in order to spend more time with them. For the awful way his job with Florida’s Department of Children and Families ended, he did acquire knowledge and skills about troubled children and he applied it to them. Anne and Sonny also gave them attention. She took Luz on girlie outings, shopping for pretty clothes and having lunch at little cafes and getting facials. Sonny discovered Jose Juan liked The Fantastic Four or The Avengers or some other heroes and so bought comic books, related merchandise, and DVDs they watched together in the office. 



Luz and Jose Juan had suffered and needed help, and they were getting it. And they were learning English, too. Quickly. Kids do. They were covered. 



The kids at and around Homefires were busy and happy, or happier. Linden, the book club and I were not in prison, and no one was shaking us down for anything. All was good at the motel, and all got better because everyone showed up at the practice on time, with his or her glove broken in and wearing the Homefires Homie jersey. Linden and I were there. I had Phil pick me up a whistle and clipboard, though I had no real plan to use either. I had only to shout to get everyone’s attention and I knew all their names. For what did I need a whistle? 



Shannon, Jaime, Phil and Anne deliberately avoided the practice so as not to overwhelm the kids or, I believed, me with too many Chiefs. Sonny Finn, bless his heart, couldn’t help himself and came. He brought a pitcher of ice water…his excuse for being there. 

“We need to keep the kids hydrated,” he said to me. 



“You just want to laugh at me you son of a bitch,” I replied. That made him laugh, at me. 

I turned my attention to the kids and said: 



“OK, the first thing we’re going to do is stretch, so later on tonight you won’t wake up with a Charley Horse.” I turned back to Sonny, whose nod advised me he approved of the warm up. I said to him, only, “I used to always stretch before my ballet classes, asswipe.” 

Then I flipped him a double bird, turned back around to the kids and said, “Follow me.” I led them through a stretching routine that began with our standing up straight and turning 64 

our heads and ended on the ground with us touching our toes and, to the extent we could, kissing our knees. Then I said, “Let’s run.” 



I had them do a couple of laps around the area that would become our baseball diamond. 

Stephen was first, followed by Logan and Jose Juan. Then Cheole, Cufe Luz, Violet, Majel and Ephraim. Linden sat on one of the patio chairs we had brought over and Jay sat on his lap. They watched everyone run and Linden gave Jay a blow-by-blow of who was in front and who was gaining on whom and who won by a nose. It was super sweet. 



After they finished running I had the kids line up in the order they had finished, then count off by twos. Thus did I determine who was going to toss a ball around with whom. 

Stephen and Logan, Jose Juan and Cheole, Cufe and Luz, Violet and Majel, “and 

Ephraim and Sonny.” 



“Huh?” the waterboy said. 



“You need to be useful and we don’t have an even number of players, if you haven’t noticed.” Sonny took a glove that was among the extras we had ordered and brought with us, took a baseball for him and Ephraim and handed out four others. And so everyone tossed around a ball. Thirty minutes later I determined Stephen and Logan were going to come to blows and so said, “Stephen and Logan, this isn’t a competition. You’re both alphas. Well, so am I. And I am queen alpha. As such, I command you not to compete with each other. You’re here to have a good time, not show who’s the boss or who is better. I’m the boss. OK.” They both nodded OKs. I also discovered Luz was really good. 

Jose Juan, too. As good as each other. She had a strong arm and threw comfortably and accurately. She caught as casually as if she were pouring coffee or blinking. Her focus was good. Ditto her brother’s. I imagined it was nice for both of them to have something to do. Physical and mental. A distraction from the horror of their recent lives, the details of which I could have gotten from Jaime or Grady but didn’t and so can’t share. 



Violet sucked and Majel sucked. They’d go in the outfield. Left and right. Logan was a quick little satyr and could throw far and hard. He would cover center field but really cover the entire outfield. Stephen would pitch and Ephraim would catch. Jose Juan, first base; Luz, third; Cufe, second; and Cheole, shortstop. I figured this all out after seeing everyone throw and catch. After thirty minutes of that I split the team up and took Jay. 

This left Linden free to hit grounders to the twins and the girls while Sonny hit them to Stephen, Logan, Ephraim and Jose Juan. 



After a bit of that everyone got to bat. Stephen and Logan were excellent. Ephraim was also very good and very powerful. Jose Juan, Luz and Cufe were good. Cheole had trouble holding the bat. “Oh, sugar,” I said. “We’ll have to figure that out.” 



“I don’t have to bat,” he said to me and Sonny. 



“Maybe you won’t and maybe you will,” Sonny said. “We’ll see.” Cheole nodded, 

satisfied. 
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Violet and Majel sucked at batting. I thought Violet would quit, or at least ask if she could not play anymore. I thought Majel could improve, though, if she wanted. If Violet stopped playing I would have to find a role for her so she’d stay so Majel would stay. I didn’t think that would be hard as she remained enamored of Stephen, stealing glances toward him that were subtle for someone her age but obvious to someone with nearly fifty years of being a nosyparker. 



Jay did a poopoo while the others took turns batting and fielding for each other. Ephraim always brought a diaper for his brother and so I changed him. While my attention was focused on him an older couple who were staying at the motel with a busload of other seniors approached our practice. When I was done wiping the boy and ready to put on the large diaper, they were upon us, watching everyone. I noticed he was red faced and had gin blossoms. She was thin and had thin white hair in a bob. He had a beer belly. Her shoulders were stooped, defeated. He was a life-long alcoholic who abused her verbally and she took it. Linden was way far away, beyond those fielders, fielding balls that got past them. Sonny was behind me, observing and uninterested in the old couple. The kids were batting, two at once, hitting mostly grounders, when they hit at all. The same as Linden and Sonny did when we were assessing everyone’s fielding skills. 



No one was aware of the older couple but me. I was occupied and couldn’t approach them and, so, stop the old man from making remarks, which he was clearly going to do. 

As I put on Jay’s diaper I kept looking up at him, watching him shake his head at what he was seeing. “He’s going to say something, Jay, and I’m going to have to kill him,” I said to the boy, whose bowel movement was so large I had his feces on my hands. I found a wipe and wiped my hands with it and then arranged the diaper under him so it would fit comfortably and I couldn’t get it all done in time to shoo the man and his sad wife away before he shouted: 



“What are you girls doing playing? This is no sport for you.” Ephraim and Luz were hitting balls out to the others and Luz was doing pretty well so I don’t know what the old fuck was going on about. “Everyone’s a different age and there’s boys and girls and Negroes and Indians. And someone out there has a wig on. Do you have a queer on your team, too? Is that what it’s coming to? We have to have a token queer on our little league teams?” The old asshole’s wife was mortified but made no attempt to shut him up or lead him away and I wasn’t surprised. She’d probably been mortified by him every day for the last forty years, and if she hadn’t kicked his ass or left him by now, she would never do either. As I fastened Jay’s diaper the man continued, “And what’s wrong with his face? 

The queer boy? What’s wrong with him?” He looked at his mousy, weak wife for an answer he knew she couldn’t give and he didn’t want. “You’re a bunch of freaks is all. 

This is no team. This isn’t even a proper field.” If I weren’t looking after Jay…if Linden wasn’t so far away…and then I thought of Sonny. 



I looked behind me saw Sonny approach Cufe quickly, gesturing for the other players, Stephen and Logan specifically, to stand down. I wondered if he was going to comfort the boy. It would have been nice, I guess, but out of character for the former police 66 

officer and prisoner. Sonny seemed more likely to engage the old man and maybe lead him away from the rest of us. He stopped in front of Cufe and said something to him I couldn’t hear. The boy carefully removed the long brown wig, revealing to everyone, including and especially the old man, the extent of his burn scars, but that wasn’t why he asked him to do it. Cufe handed the wig to Sonny and he put it on his head, not so carefully. He adjusted it as he walked, very quickly, to our visitors, running his fingers the length of it in order to, you know, brush it. The wife had noticed the scars and so had the husband, but before he could make another cruel remark, he was distracted by the man, ten years younger and a hundred times fitter than he, charging toward him so quickly the long fake hair blew past his head. Sonny, said, “You got something to say about my wig, old man? You got something to say?” 



“I got something to say, all right,” the man was undaunted. “I say you’re all a bunch of lunatics and you queers shouldn’t be coaching baseball or Boy Scouts. And that kid over there should be in a hospital.” A hospital. A hospital? Why, I wondered, and then figured he meant an asylum. Like being burned meant being crazy. People were so stupid. I thought all of this in the moment it took Sonny to decide that instead of clocking the old fuck and, perhaps, killing him, he would escort him back to the motel where he could check him out. He did so by squatting, putting his arms around the man’s legs, and lifting him up and over his left shoulder in a fireman’s carry. I lifted Jay up and swung him around so he could see it. 



“There he goes,” I said to the boy. The wife was all upset and agitated. She said: 



“I’m sorry,” a couple of times to us as a group and then hurried after Sonny and her husband. Whatever. She was useless and her apologies, which I imagined were constant, were meaningless. I just hate victims. I shouted: 



“OK, everyone. I think that’s enough for today. Let’s finish with a couple more laps around the…” I didn’t know what to call the space that would be our baseball field, but everyone knew what I meant. As Linden was already out among them, he herded them into a run and even joined them for the two laps. 



The run over, I distributed the water Sonny had brought in a pitcher with glasses. No bottled water and landfill plastic for us. When everyone had a drink we headed back to the motel. Sonny met us on the road between it and the field, smiling and tossing around his head like he was Lynda Carter. He looked hugely funny doing so and we all enjoyed a good laugh. “What?” he said, and then realized speaking while wearing a thick wig had caused some strands to find their way into his mouth. He grimaced and picked them out, which made us laugh again. It was just what everyone needed, Cufe and all of us, after the old drunk’s remarks. 
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Marjorie picked up her boys after practice. Stephen did homework by the pool. Violet did homework in her room and Majel went home where she might have done homework, too. 

Luz and Jose Juan watched children’s TV in order to learn the language. 



All the adults but Jaime, who was working at the animal shelter, met in the motel office for a post practice cocktail. Anne, Phil and Shannon demanded thorough minute-to-minute details of the practice, starting with the asshole drunk old guy. Linden didn’t know what was going on until Sonny asked for Cufe’s wig. Sonny deferred to me to tell that part of the story and I did, even better than I described it here. Phil said, “The only reason that man’s still alive is because you couldn’t leave Jay lying in that grass.” He was right, but I didn’t say so. Shannon asked: 



“How did Violet do?” I looked at Sonny and then Linden, who looked at me and then Sonny and then Shannon and then Sonny looked at Anne and then Shannon and then the floor. “That bad, huh?” 



“Yeah,” I said, reluctantly. She sighed. 



“Sports has never been her thing.” 



“She doesn’t have to play if she doesn’t want to.” 



“Oh, I think she does,” Shannon said, knowingly. “As long as Stephen’s playing she’ll play.” I was glad she said it as it would have been inappropriate for anyone else, though it was on all our minds. “Unless you find someone else. But then she’ll still come to practices.” 



“We want this to be fun, Shannon.” 



“Violet told me last weekend that as long as you need nine players, she’ll play.” I shook my head and looked at Linden, who smiled because Violet was so committed. 



“You and Chuck gave her a computer and braces. She owes you.” 



“She doesn’t,” Linden said. 



“But she thinks she does, and she’s glad to pay you back, as long as you’ll have her.” I wasn’t going to argue with her and neither was Linden. Anne said: 



“What position will everyone play?” I looked from her to Sonny, who had determined positions and I said: 



“Sonny?” He shook his head. 



“It’s your trip, Charlie. What do you say?” I looked at Linden. 





68 

“You also have everyone assigned.” My husband nodded and said: 



“I want to hear yours.” I sighed. Then I told them who I thought should play what and Sonny and Linden nodded their agreement throughout. The only difference they would have made was between Jose Juan at first and Luz at third. Sonny thought Luz would be better at first because of the ease with which she caught, and her brother had the stronger arm and could throw from third base. I conceded the point. Linden suggested Cufe at third and Jose Juan as shortstop. Again, no big deal. 



“I’m impressed,” Sonny said to me. 



“Not such a sissy after all, huh?” 



“You know how much I love you, Charlie,” Sonny said, and meant it. 



“Now what?” Phil asked. 



“We have to make a proper diamond,” Linden said. 



“And find someone to play,” offered Anne. 



“That’s going to be a challenge,” said Shannon, more familiar with the community than the rest of us. Everyone looked at her as she continued, “OK, I’ve been doing some research and talking to Violet’s teachers. Her gym teacher. She said there are leagues, but they’re age and sex specific. You’ve got Logan, who’s nine, playing with Cufe and Cheole, who are fifteen. And, of course, the girls.” 



“We don’t have to be in a specific league,” I said. “Just find some other kids who want to play.” I sounded silly. Linden rescued me: 



“Sonny or someone could approach the coaches and suggest scrimmages.” It was as good a solution as anyone could think of. 



“I will,” Shannon offered. “With Sonny. I know the contacts and he’s a manly man.” She looked from me to Linden to Phil. 



“What do you mean I’m not a manly man?” Phil asked, with playful outrage. 



“You’re too pretty. You’re a pretty young man. I need a grizzled old-timer.” 



“You’re just saying that because you didn’t see me in that wig. I was damn pretty.” 

Shannon busted out laughing. “And you need to get back to work.” Shannon and 

everyone laughed. “I’d show you but Stephen took it back.” 



“I thought he gave it to Cufe,” Phil said. 
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“I think he wants to groom it,” said Linden. “It had a rough day today.” 



“Maybe you can borrow it again,” Anne said. “If you’re that pretty in it maybe we you can use it…overnight.” 



“Ewwww,” I said, knowing she meant having sex with her while wearing it. 



“Ewwww?” Sonny said, with playful outrage, and then looked from me to Linden and back. 



“I’m gonna get back to work,” Shannon said, laughing but not interested in hearing about anyone’s sex life. 



“I downloaded a blueprint for a diamond,” said Phil. “Anyone want to walk it with me?” 

Linden said he would and they left. 



“I’m outta here, too,” I said. “I’m gonna order matching ball caps.” 



“How about a logo on the front of it. You know, all baseball teams have a logo.” She was right. The jerseys were pale gray with black letters that said Homefires Homies in a standard font. They were enough to get everyone jazzed, especially when presented with the mitts and balls, but we needed something better. 



If only I could have contacted my brother Thomas. He would be all over a design, and doing it would have made him so happy. It wasn’t worth the risk. Everett Jones and like-minded folks in the FBI were doing their best to protect me, Linden and the book club. 

Not everyone in that agency was sympathetic to us, though. Not everyone cared. 

Someone would see nailing us as an opportunity to distinguish him or herself and who cares that we saved Ellie Beckett and were really polite to Evie. 



Nope, contacting Thomas was out of the question. 



Still, I fired up my computer, back in the room, and looked for baseball caps. To price them out at least. Choose a color. And size. That would be a challenge, though they’re adjustable, in the back. Then I remembered Cufe in Stephen’s wig and thought a ball cap would have to be large enough to cover all of that. Then I thought how hot it would be, on hot days, to wear a wig and a hat. Then I pictured Sonny in the wig and smiled. Angry as he was, he tried to straighten it on his head, but the hair still covered his face. The hair covered Cufe’s face and covered Sonny’s face. A wig would cover my face, too. And Linden’s, but mostly mine. Making me unrecognizable. And if I kept my mouth shut, I could go to the games and maybe even shopping or to a museum or art fair. 



I needed to get a wig. 



Cufe had a wig and I would get one, too. Cufe might still be ridiculed in his, by someone else. Kids maybe. It was a risk, in spite of Sonny’s having handled the mean old fuck at 70 

practice. Logan and I had just lured him out of Marjorie’s house and even got him to play ball. Sure, no one would stare at his burn scars. No one from another team would grimace or make fun of them because no one could see them. But they could make fun of the wig and that might be enough to turn him back into a recluse, and that would suck grandly. 



I needed to get wigs. For everyone. Then Cufe truly wouldn’t be different. Forget the hats and a logo. The Homies had a greater need. Wigs for everyone. All of Rawlings’ boys, even Jay. The girls, too. Luz and Jose Juan, of course. Me. Linden. Sonny…yeah, Sonny needed a French twist. All the book club members, even in Mexico, in case they ever wanted to visit to watch… 



Oh my God. OH MY GOD. 



I knew who we could play. I knew who the kids could play. I stood up. I stood up and jumped around and then opened the door and howled like wolf. I followed it up with a 

“YEE-HAH!” and some other exclamations. Stephen and Violet were at the pool, reading for pleasure, perhaps. Shannon was pushing her laundry cart down the balcony four doors away. Sonny and Anne stepped out of the office and Phil and Linden heard me from the baseball field. I carried on a bit more, jumped for joy a few times and then disappeared back into my room without an explanation. 



The Homfires Homies would play the Sea Grass Book Club, and how great was my 

life??? I wanted to shout it and tell everyone about it and call and email everyone but I didn’t. Instead I calmed down and searched the internet for….WIGS! 



I used the account Terry Carmichael had set up for me. He set up one for everyone in the book club. He put a lump sum in each. Fifty-thousand, I think? He put mine in Charlie Cash and Charlie Murray’s names. Samia, who was on top of my Atlanta effort to rebuild Haven House and had instructed Jacob and Joshua Kelly to free me, Linden and Kitty from Super Bodies Tell Tale also set me up with an account. A million dollars, I think, and communicated it to me, semi-cryptically, through a post card she mailed to Charlie Cash at Homefires. Then Matthew set me up with an account, from which Linden and I could draw Superior Bodies funds. He communicated it to me via a series of emails, also semi-cryptically, with words and passwords from poems and stories we said to each other as kids. Finally, Bentley set me up with an account, communicated through an apparent direct mail piece, also sent to Charlie Cash at Homefires. Oh, and then there was all the cash I collected along the way from Orlando to Santa Fe. 



Yeah, Linden and I were loaded. We could send Logan and his brothers, and the entire HH baseball team to college. And we would. 



I bought wigs. Online. Thirty of them. Thirty different ones. Blond, black, red, brown, bobs, braids, beehives…every style and length. Straight, curls, waves, spikes. The works. 

Everything. Five from one site. Six from another. One from the Raquel Welch collection, which would be mine, nobody touches it. I arranged for them all to be shipped to the Homefires Offices, regular ground, as we didn’t have another practice until Monday after 71 

school and I thought it’d be fun for Anne and Sonny to sign for them as they came in and wonder what they all were. 



Linden returned after having designated or designed or whatever the baseball field with Phil. “He’s going to get some friends from his job to help him create it. Landscape and establish bases and a pitching mound.” 



“Who does he know who can do that?” I asked. 



“Some of the members are on a softball league and they can get what we need.” 



“Fencing? For the dugout and to establish homeruns?” 



“Not right away,” Linden said. “I think we should find out if the owners of the property are going to find out and what they’ll do, if anything.” That was wise. Then I told him about the wigs. He thought it was a good idea but wasn’t as enthusiastic as I wanted. Or maybe it was my perception. I don’t know. I didn’t know how long there would be tension between us over the kids, if our relationship had fundamentally and forever changed, and if our marriage would survive. There, I said it. I felt it then and at other times and it usually got me down. It didn’t get me down at that moment, though, because I was too jazzed over the successful practice and too excited about the team dolled up as Veronica Lake and Pam Grier and Patti LaBelle in the 80s. I said: 



“I think we should play them. The Homies.” 



“We?” 



“Yes. The adults. The book club, and you and me. And Shannon if she wants.” Linden thought about it and smiled. 



“That’s a good idea, Christian,” he said. “That’s a great idea.” He thought about it some more. “I think we should maybe play softball, though.” 



“How come?” I asked. 



“Because Phil’s coworkers are in a league. Some stores in his strip mall and elsewhere in the neighborhood.” I nodded. “There are a lot of lesbians on it,” he said. “We tell them about the Majel, Violet, Stephen love triangle and how important playing ball is to Majel and they’ll be all about playing us, just to meet her and provide positive lesbian role models.” 



“YES!” I was nearly as excited as I had been before about Sea Grass Book Club’s team and us all in wigs so no one would know who we were and that we were all wanted by law enforcement. “We practice baseball and softball and play whoever accepts our invite.” 
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“Yes,” Linden said, and then put his arms around my shoulders as I reviewed my last wig purchase. 



“Do you want to see what I picked out?” I asked. 



“Yes,” he said. “But I want to do something else first.” 
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Chapter 7 

Additional visitors 








Violet, Logan and the other kids weren’t the only new friends Linden and I made when we moved to Santa Fe, though here I use the term generously. In addition to hosting these kids at the motel, we enjoyed other visitors. Adult visitors. Adult visitors who knew who we were and had issues with us, our past and the plans they thought we had as new city residents. 



First among these new…acquaintances, was Charlie St. Cloud, and yes I’m aware that there is a movie of that name starring Zach Efron. Well, let me assure you it wasn’t based on the Charlie St. Cloud who sent a henchman to collect me from the Homefires patio and pool. 



I really should have expected it, as aware as everyone except maybe self-absorbed Marjorie Rawlings was of my and Linden’s true identities. I was too wrapped up with my adjustment to Santa Fe, the new friends I had made, the baseball team and, of course, the mild, but still painful, strain in my marriage. I mean, Majel knew I was Christian Gallagher. Logan, too, I’m sure, as on the ball as he was. Of course others would. Of course Santa Fe movers and shakers would. 



Of course members of Santa Fe’s organized crime organizations would. 



Even as I watched the black Lincoln Town Car pull into the parking lot I knew why it was there. I knew that it wouldn’t contain the boss, either, but an underling tasked with picking me up and bringing me to him. And even before the thug minion parked I 

determined I wouldn’t go with him. 



But for The Whore of Babylon and Gladys, I was alone on the patio. It was rare 

considering how often Violet was there, reading or playing on her laptop. Ditto Majel and the Rawlings boys, as I came to call them. I wondered how many times Bruno had come by before he found me alone, I thought and was tempted to ask. I didn’t, instead greeting him with a simple, “Good morning,” as the big American Indian brute approached the pool. He wore dark slacks and a dark polo, not unlike Superior Bodies personnel. He also had a long ponytail, which I admired with sadness, missing my own as I did. 



“Mr. Cash,” he said, respectfully, though something in his tone suggested he knew it wasn’t my real name and he knew I knew he knew. 



“Won’t you come in?” I said, not getting up, yet, but indicating Linden’s chaise. He thought for a moment and then opened and stepped through the gate that barely came up to his crotch. Truly it would have taken less energy for him to step over it.  I stood and held out a hand. “I’m Charlie Cash, and you are?” 
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“Ty,” he said, shaking my hand. I sat back down. Ty remained standing. “I work for someone who wants to meet you.” 



“No kidding,” I said before I could stop myself. “I’m sorry,” I added, quickly and sincerely. “That was rude of me.” I paused, took a deep breath and resigned myself to the drama, however it would play. “Please sit, Ty, so I can tell you why I’m not going to go with you.” He hesitated, but a pained look from me convinced him to do so. “Yes, I’m Christian Gallagher and yes I’m a fugitive with a reputation for doing illegal stuff including murder and kidnapping. I know that’s why your employer wants to see me. To advise me that this is his turf and I’m not to give him any competition or I’m getting my legs and maybe my neck broken.” Ty did his best to maintain and neutral expression, and failed. “Please just acknowledge I’m right.” He hesitated and then nodded, however my expression required verbal confirmation. Ty sighed, which gave him the time he needed to gather the nerve to say: 



“You’re right.” We sat in silence, both watching the pool water. Ty and I. Ty. Short for what I almost asked. Poor Ty was probably used to taking orders from whatever gangster sent him to find me. And he was probably used to other people doing what he said. Then he came to find me. To collect me. 



“Listen,” I began, “I don’t mean to disrespect…” I looked from the pool to my guest, who said: 



“Charlie St. Cloud.” I didn’t make the movie connection ‘til later. 



“I’m not trying to insult him. Please tell him that. But I can’t be zooming around the city where people could see and identify me.” Ty sort of nodded. “The feds said they’d leave me alone provided I kept a low profile. I’m not going to prison for kidnapping or anything else because Mr. St. Cloud wants me to go and see him. Again, no disrespect intended.” Ty nodded, with intention. “Please let him know that I will not be engaging in any criminal goings-on while I’m in the city. I just want to do my time until I’m no longer of interest to anyone, and then reunite with my children, somewhere.” I looked back at the pool and saw, in my peripheral vision, Ty look at me. 



“OK,” he said, and stood up. I did, too. We shook hands and I said: 



“Thank you for coming.” 



“Thank you, Mr. Cash.” Ty left the patio, walked straight to his car, and drove away without a look or another word. I sighed and returned to my book, feeling strangely sorry that I hadn’t gone with him. Honestly, the visit was so brief and it could have been so fun. Meeting the drug dealer and indulging him with more faux respect. It could have been way fun and certainly have made a good story. I said, to myself, but out loud: 



“When he comes back.” 
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I really thought Ty would return and drag me into his car and take me to Mr. St. Cloud or I thought he might return with Mr. St. Cloud, who would invite me to chat with him in his car. I was confident I would see him again, with or without his employer. What I didn’t think was that Charlie St. Cloud was only one of several gangsters operating out of Santa Fe, New Mexico. 



In the late afternoon of the day I met Big Ty, I was visited by a fat old black man, in a dirty white undershirt and suspenders, who arrived at Homefires in the bed of an old Ford pickup. Behind the wheel was a young man I imagined was his grandson, and a woman, perhaps my age, who I thought was his daughter. After they parked, mother and son got out of the cab and walked to the rear of the truck. While he lowered the gate, she produced a stool and put it on the asphalt so grandpa could more easily step down. It took the big man a full minute to get to his feet, and another forty-five seconds to step off the truck onto the stool and the ground, his left and right arms supported by his daughter and grandson, respectively. 



“Another criminal,” I whispered to The Whore of Babylon and Gladys. Violet and Majel had hung out on the patio between these visits. The Rawlings boys had other stuff to do that day…school, maybe, and Linden was helping Jaime clean a room in which a junkie had overdosed and died the night before. The three visitors approached the patio and I stood up. “Hello,” I said. 



“Hello there young man,” said grandpa, who appeared to be in his seventies. “My name is Stan Holloway and this is my daughter Marion and my grandson Herschel.” 



“I’m Charlie,” I said, making no effort to sound sincere as it was clear by their visit they knew who I was. 



“We’re pleased to meet you,” Stan said. “May we come in for a visit?” 



“Of course.” I approached the gate and opened it. Normally The Whore of Babylon and Gladys would be all over someone new. They weren’t over Stan and his family, though. 

Nor, I recall now did they have an interest in Ty. They might have approached Stan if he were alone, because he was a warm and genuinely friendly man, but his daughter and grandson gave me the willies and so must have given the beagles pause, too. How relieved I was that the old man entered alone. Before I could invite him to the sheltered area he indicated the tables and chairs on the road side of the patio and said: 



“Can we sit for a minute?” 



“Yes,” I said. Stan nodded to Marion and Herschel and they returned to their pickup. I gestured for my guest to lead the way to the closer umbrella table and he did, moving his great bulk slowly on skinny old legs I was surprised could support him. 
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Stan took a seat that I was also surprised could support him, and I took another. “Can I get you something to drink?” I asked. He drew a handkerchief out of a pants pocket and wiped his forehead. 



“No, thank you,” he said. “As hot as I am I’ve had so much water today I feel like I’m sloshing around.” I nodded and waited patiently for him to tell me what crimes he and his family committed and how I should stay out of their business. He returned the 

handkerchief to his pocket, leaned the fat elbows of his fat arms on the patio table between us and said, “Mr. Cash…” I looked at Mr. Holloway and waited patiently for him to continue. “Mr. Gallagher,” he finally said. I nodded and smiled politely, advising him it was OK to continue. “My family and I are businesspeople.” Whatever, I felt like screaming. “We sell firearms, specifically, to people who want protection for their homes and their families.” Whatever! I wanted to like the old guy but couldn’t because he was insulting me. He must have sensed how I felt or read it in my expression because, after a pause, he continued, “I don’t mean to insult you. We do what we do and enjoy a good living for it. You’re new to the city and come with a reputation of your own. Myself, my daughter and the rest of our family have an understanding with other members of the community, and we want to have a nice friendship with you and your husband, too.” OK, that was better, but just a little. 



“Mr. Hollway,” I began, graciously, “I appreciate your visit. Indeed, I’m grateful to you for welcoming me to Santa Fe this way. I also assure you, as I have Mr. St. Cloud,” Stan nodded, “that my husband and I want only to live simply and humbly in your city for the time being. We’ve found ourselves engaged in business similar to what you and others do, but only as it was necessary at the time. We have sufficient means to live peaceful lives of leisure while we’re in here, and so will give you no reason for concern.” Stan nodded a few times as I said this, grateful for my candor, delicacy and respect. When I was done he said: 



“I thank you for your assurances and will communicate them to my daughter.” Ah-hah, the woman behind the man. Marion did indeed give me the willies, because she was the gun-running dragon lady of Santa Fe, New Mexico and perhaps the entire Southwest. I wondered what it took for her, as a woman, to use her father as a representative. I wondered how large her operation was and of how much of it her father was even aware. 

He was an adorable old thing. Big, charming and humble as he pulled up in the back of an old truck. A clever presentation, Marion Holloway made for me and others. Interesting but not a lot, and so I made only as much additional small talk as I had to before suggesting Stan climb back up that stool into his pickup and go back to the palace I was sure Marion and Herschel’s firearms-selling revenue bought them. 



What was so interesting was that with Ty, whose employer sold drugs, I guess, and Stan Holloway, whose daughter and grandson sold guns, I didn’t speak to the big boss. More interesting was that for the short time each of them visited to warn me not to compete with their enterprises, they seemed nice enough. Given second, longer visits, I could have even come to like them as I had William Bishop. Actually, no, I couldn’t, as they were currently engaged in business that cost innocent people their lives, while Bishop had 77 

given up his life of crime more than twenty years before. Ty and Stan were underlings, but they knew what they were doing and they, you know, both sucked. 



When our polite and even friendly visit was over, Stan, somehow, got to his feet and I walked him back to the patio’s gate, where his grandson met us. I shook hands with both men and Herschel led the sweet old representative of their little crime family back to the truck where the dragon lady waited to help her father back into the back. I watched Stan carefully climb in and then waved at him as Marion started the vehicle and pulled out of the parking lot. The fat old man waved back at me and then smiled sadly, which made me wonder if he, too, might want to be friends with me but couldn’t because his daughter ran the show and establishing an alliance with me brought nothing to their business. 



Whatever. I was over him moments later. 



My next visitor didn’t arrive the same way Ty had in his fancy car or Stan had in his old pickup. Elena Dietrich, no relation to Marlena, though by the way she spoke and carried herself she clearly wanted to suggest one, actually checked in to Homefires and even spent a night there, joining me poolside the following morning after she put herself together. The north side of fifty, the city, and state’s, premier madam was tall, classically beautiful and had long legs that rivaled Shannon Newmar’s when she was fifty, or twenty. Elena’s hair was dark and she wore it in big fat curls I imagined required big fat rollers and lots of time and patience. Her elaborate makeup appeared designed to look simple and, even, natural. And she’d had surgery, for sure. Face, neck, forearms, stomach perhaps. Bags removed, stretch marks removed, ropy varicose veins removed. She was too well preserved not to have gone under the knife, a sharp one, too. The work was obvious but effective. 



Elena Dietrich entered the small pool area of the Homefires Motel at eleven a.m. She wore a black one piece with large white polka dots, a matching hat with an extremely wide brim, and black leather sandals. Large round sunglasses, French manicured nails on her fingers and toes. Careful waxing. She looked good and she smelled good, like jasmine, a common fragrance because it is so lovely. She brought a large canvas bag that contained a crisp white towel, lotion, bottled water, book and small cosmetics case, among other things. She walked through the gate and took inventory of the chairs, tables and chaise lounges, identifying the chaise next to me and approaching it. “May I?” she said in an accent that wasn’t German, French, Spanish or anything I could identify. That was odd, and revealing as, at forty-seven, while I couldn’t do accents to save my life, I could generally identify them. I wondered if Elena was from Detroit and created some mosh pit of European accents with which to wow the ignorant. I considered The Whore of Babylon and Gladys, who were hanging out with Sonny, who had just had hemorrhoid surgery and needed some comfort. They would have sniffed this old whore out and bit her for her airs. Even Gladys, alone. Yup, it was a good thing they weren’t there. 



“Please do,” I said. And she did. After getting comfortable she said: 



“My name is Elena.” 
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“Mine is Christian,” I said to Elena, “though you know that already.” She feigned confusion, knitting her brows and even bringing a hand whose skin screamed her age, to her mouth. I responded with a tired look that told her to get to the point. Mercifully, she dropped the confused look, however she maintained the conglomeration of European accents, perhaps because, at fifty-three, she had forgotten how to speak Detroit. Or Queens. Or Appalachian. 



“Please excuse my surreptition,” she said, causing me to wonder if she was using that word correctly, though not enough to research. “I didn’t want to draw unnecessary attention to us.” Oh, please. Logan, Majel or even Jay could have pegged her as easily as I. “My name is Elena,” uh-huh, “Deitrich.” Good grief. I think she read all of my disdain in my expression as she continued, “I do not want to get off on the wrong foot with you, Mr. Gallagher. I simply want to introduce myself and explore how best we can work together.” 



“Miss Deitrich,” I said, and then began humming “Marlena on the Wall,” a song that was popular in the late eighties when I was in college, to myself. “Sorry,” I said when I realized how long I did so. “I have not come to here to scout locations for a Superior Bodies Santa Fe. My husband and I are just looking for someplace to lay low for a short time after having gotten into some trouble over the summer.” 



“You’re not recruiting escorts?” she asked, with genuine surprise. 



“No,” I said, surprised by her surprise. “Why would you think that?” I then remembered what a hottie Phil Gentry was and opened my mouth to assure her he was just a physical trainer. Before I could, however, Elena said: 



“The girl. The tall one.” Violet? “And the blond boy. So pretty.” Logan? I was stunned, and angry. I didn’t know what to say and so said nothing. “You are insulted?” she asked. 



“Yes, Ms. Dietrich, by your suggestion that I would engage in underage prostitutes.” I said this steadily and in a normal tone, and it cost me to do so. She shook her head, shrugged and said: 



“Welcome to the real world, Mr. Gallagher.” I knew about the real world, I could have said. I saw Ben Maitland’s pics, I also could have said. And I killed him, or arranged for him to die, I also could have said. He was dead, the old German guy who molested Linden for years was dead, the Portland Rose Theater Company volunteer who had 

molested girls fell off a catwalk and died, thanks to my sister-in-law…I could have told her about them and others but I thought I would be wasting my time. I could have liked Elena, had she limited her sex industry endeavor to adults, and lost the accent. I then remembered the trafficking that had gone on at Superior Bodies TellTale and asked, just to determine how horrible this woman was: 



“Do you obtain your girls from Mexico?” 
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“Mexico, China, the Philippines, Eastern Europe. Whatever my clients want. Whatever age and sex, and whatever’s cheapest.” She said this to rattle my cage, but while it was probably true I chose not to bite. I didn’t want to get into a pissing contest with Elena Dietrich or whatever her name was over our different approaches to the sex industry. I wanted her to go. I said: 



“I see. Well, you’ll be glad to know that I’m here to relax and nothing else. I won’t compete or interfere with your business dealings in any way.” Not entirely done teasing me, Elena pouted and said: 



“And I was so hoping we could do business together while you’re here.” I kept my mouth shut and, again, it was difficult. “That pretty boy…” That was it, she had gotten to me, and I was going to react, but not the way she wanted. I swung my legs to the side of my chaise and said to Elena: 



“You’ve gone to an awful lot of trouble to see me…Elena?” She looked at me hard, and curiously. “Checking into this dumpy motel so you could show up here under some kind of cover. I must really have made an impression on you, online, on the news or on one of my TV shows.” She opened her mouth to speak, thought better of it, and then closed it. “I think more than anything related to prostitution or sexual slavery you want me to notice you. I’m a minor celebrity, it’s true. Unimpressive by most standards, but then your standards are clearly lower than most.” She didn’t like this one. “I notice you, Elena. I do. 

I’m aware of you. You’ve succeeding in getting my attention this morning. Are you OK 

with that? Is that going to satisfy you? I hope so, because I’m less interested in having a 

‘Dynatsty’ drama with you than I am just taking you out and stuffing your sixty year-old body into one of those big metal things. A drum?” She didn’t respond, and so I waited for an answer. “Oil drum? Barrel?” 



“Barrel, I think,” she said, and then realized the additional insult. 



“This is all you’re getting dear. Stay out of my face and don’t bother my friends and you get to live.” I had gotten to her. Badly. She lost her temper but controlled her self. She lost her accent, though, and said, all northern Minnesota, and I’m not kidding: 



“I’m connected.” 



“I’m connected, Madam. You pimp fifteen year-old Mexican girls in Santa Fe, New Mexico and I can have you disfigured with one phone call. Now, I never see or hear from you again because you’re alive and avoiding me, or I never see or hear from you again because your body’s been crushed in a trash compactor. Any questions?” Elena pulled her faux European self together, stood up and said: 



“You’ll pay for this, Christian Gallagher.” 
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“Madam, I have already. I’ve endured you. Is there something worse?” Shit, I was on fire. Elena or Ellen or whatever her Wauwatosa, Wisconsin name was turned around and marched toward the patio gate as, coincidentally, Logan Rawlings showed up on his bike. 

The savvy fourth grader looked at the old whore, her righteous posture and angry footsteps, looked past her to me, my face glaring at her, and determined she had said or done something to annoy me. As short a time as I had known the nine or ten year-old ball-of-fire, I had spent it letting his little brother swim and receive doggie love and helping draw out his two older brothers, who swam in my pool and used my towels and drank my soda. 



Logan got off his bike, made to open the patio gate for a lady, and wound up smashing it as hard as he could against her knees. Elena collapsed, screaming in pain and holding onto both knee caps. Between cries of pain she spat all kinds of profanities at Logan and even threatened him with kidnapping and rape. He stepped over her, shucked his shirt and did a cannonball close enough to her that the heavily chlorinated water splashed onto her carefully set curls, flattening them and, hopefully fucking up her dye job. 



As Logan innocently paddled around, I called Elena a cab. It showed up quickly. I advised the driver Ms. Dietrich was checking out and would he help her gather her things from her room and take her away. He was confused, but satisfied when she confirmed my information and led her to her room. “Well done, Little Man,” I said to Logan. 



“She’s a Madam, isn’t she?” he asked, resting his arms and head on the side of the pool closest to me. I nodded, and neither of us said anything more about her, mostly because I asked: 



“Where’s Ephraim and Jay?” It was unusual for him to visit without them. 



“Marjorie’s taking Jay to his pediatrician. He’s more alert and he moves around a lot more. I think it’s because of your dogs. I told her we should get one.” 



“That’s not a bad idea,” I said, and then returned to my book as Logan splashed around. 







The fourth and most irritating visitor to warn me against wrongdoing was Carla Alvarez, a Santa Fe City Commissioner. She arrived in a white Mercedes that was so sparkling clean she had either bought it moments before she pulled into the parking lot of piece of shit Homefires or she had just had it detailed. In her early thirties, I later found out that she had enjoyed a position on the commission or council or whatever for years and that her father and mother, both attorneys who were then serving in New Mexico state government, had also been on the commission. 



Carla Alvarez was powerful in the city and connected in the state, which was well and good except that it’s Santa Fe, a city smaller and less significant than White Plains, and New Mexico, which was as significant as Mississippi or South Dakota. Every move she 81 

made, from parking her car to stepping out of it in a designer black pantsuit, scarf, sunglasses and jewelry, to crossing the parking lot to the patio screamed I am a significant presence. Honestly, I have never seen body language so loud and full of itself. 

And so dripping with disdain for its environment. Alvarez effectively controlled the sneer that was fighting to envelop her face, but the careful way she put one expensive black pump in front of the other on the asphalt, and avoided touching the low metal fence surrounding the patio and pool, suggested she was wading through a cesspool. 



The young commissioner pulled it together when she arrived at the gate and said, as Larchmont Ladies Association as I’ve ever heard, “Good morning. Are you Charlie Cash?” 



“I am,” I said looking up from the stack of papers containing articles I had printed from my computer earlier. I didn’t get up as I was scratching The Whore of Babylon with my left hand and Gladys with my right. I had indulged Ty, who I wished would quit working for St Cloud and get a normal job, and Stan Holloway, who I wished would renounce his family’s illegal gun selling operation and come back and be my friend. Elena Dietrich annoyed me the moment she opened her mouth, though, and I was over Commissioner Alvarez from the moment she reluctantly put her left foot on the parking lot’s surface. 



“My name’s Carla Alvarez. May I come in?” 



“Of course,” I said, looking up only briefly. She opened the gate as quickly as she could, touching as little of it as she could, and crossed the patio with significantly less disdain than she had the lot. I wondered what it cost her to so control herself. 



“May I sit?” She indicated the chaise lounge that was seeing less of Linden and more of these unwelcome visitors. 



“Yes.” She did, facing me and watching me scratch The Whore of Babylon, who was in such ecstasy over my ministrations she wouldn’t have gotten up for a tornado. 



“She’s very beautiful,” Alvarez said of The Whore of Babylon and then saw little Gladys, in as much ecstasy, and added, “They both are.” A beat, and then I asked, without looking up this time: 



“Tell me what you need, Ms. Alvarez.” She was taken aback, of course, and said: 



“Have I caught you at a bad time, Charlie?” I looked at her and said: 



“First of all, no one invited you to call me Charlie. Secondly, there will never be a good time for you to catch me.” Her jaw dropped. It was way cool. “Now state your business, quickly so I can return to Charles Krauthammer,” a political columnist who got printed every Friday. Ooooo, that meant it was Friday. 
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“OK,” Alvarez said, dropping her pitch and pretense. “I know who you are and I know who your boyfriend is. I know what you’ve done and why you’re here, and I know about the clubs you’ve run for years.” 



“Congratulations,” I said. “You’re one of hundreds of people who do. Now, what do you want?” 



“I want you to know that we on the Santa Fe City Commission do not tolerate the kind of goings-on you have brought to other cities with your violent and filthy clubs. I don’t know what kind of arrangement you have made with the FBI that allows you, a baby kidnapper, to be free, but we will not permit you to engage in that kind of crime in our community.” This was rich, and I responded thus: 



“Two words, Madam,” I loved saying Madam when I was irritated with people, “Charlie St. Cloud, the Holloways and Elena Dietrich.” She feigned ignorance and said: 



“I don’t know who those people are.” If I knew who those people were after six weeks in Santa Fe, a lifelong resident with powerful political parents did, too. More obvious was that Alvarez hadn’t contacted the FBI or any other law enforcement agency about me or Linden, or she would know that we made no arrangements or witness protection 

agreements with any of them. She was there to shake me down, and because she wouldn’t get to the point, I did. 



“Madam,” I began again. 



“Commissioner Alvarez,” she corrected me. 



“Yeah, Alvarez. Thank you.” No one was ever less grateful. “You want cash. Protection money. Hush money. A percent of the income I make off my nefarious activities.” She feigned ignorance again, though we were soooooo beyond that. “I don’t have anything for you. Nothing. Please go.” 



“Mr. Gallagher,” she started to say, and then could think of nothing to follow it and so closed her mouth. 



“Yes, thank you. I’m Christian Gallagher and I operated Superior Bodies in Orlando and elsewhere for ten years. And I never paid a dime to the city councils or any other person in Orlando, Tampa, Miami, Boston, Maine…Gargamel.” 



“Gargamel?” She had a point about the size and significance of that little Wyoming town as it related to Santa Fe, but I didn’t acknowledge it. I responded in no way, to her, instead returning to my reading, a passive aggressive slap in the face if there ever was one. 



“Mr. Gallagher.” I didn’t look up. “Mr. Gallagher, I can make things very difficult for you and your friends.” 
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“No, Miss Alvarez. You can’t.” I continued reading. 



“It’s ‘Commissioner.’” Reading. Reading, reading, reading. “I am a commissioner and as such have the power to make your life and the lives of your friends here extremely difficult.” I finished Krauthammer and started something from “The Daily Beast.” “I understand you and your boyfriend aren’t the only two fugitives at this disgusting motel.” 

Reading… “I understand, too, that you have been spending time with some 

underprivileged boys.” That stopped me in my tracks, I will admit. Alvarez had my full attention, though I still looked at the page on my lap. “Hmmmm,” she said, knowing she had scored. “I knew you liked younger men,” she continued. “Your husband,” was he younger? He was, but by only a few years. So interesting but I generally thought of Linden and me being the same age. “Your club staff.” Yeah, like sixty-plus Deacon Ducette… “Those students you engaged to kill the Florida sheriff.” She was getting tiresome again and I tried very hard to refocus on the column. “Mr. Gallagher, you can hang out with anyone you want of any age you want. Pretty boys like young Logan. 

Cripples and retards like those other fosters.” She was dead. She had signed her own death warrant with the “cripples and retards.” “Whatever Jerry Sandusky shit that gets you off is fine with me, but if you’re going to fuck burned boys in my city you’re going to have to pay me to do it.” 



I stopped scratching The Whore of Babylon in so abrupt a way she raised her head. 

Gladys was asleep, but woke up when I shot to my feet, grabbed Carla Alavarez by her silk scarf, and dragged her three steps and into the pool so fast she only had time to yelp. 

I stood waist deep in the pool I generally avoided because I was always sufficiently cool and comfortable with a cold drink under the awning my friends had built. Alavarez’ visit was a special occasion, though, and warranted a dip during which I held her head under water as I sang, loudly, “On the Street Where You Live,” the same show tune I 

performed, albeit to myself, as I strangled Seth what’s-his-face to death in Texas years before. Alvarez thrashed and splashed through the first verse and tried to fight me off during the second. She gave up for the bridge and would have died by the final note had Jaime and Shannon not come to her aid. He grabbed me and she grabbed her and they pulled us apart, even as I belted the last verse, as if that ballad were an anthem. It was hilarious to watch, later, with Alvarez’ two rescuers, Anne, Phil and, yeah, Logan on the security tape. 



Jaime Washington was strong and Shannon Gros was as strong as she was tall. That, and my wanting to enjoy Alvarez’ reaction to my attempted murder of her, caused me, finally, to let go. Her head shot out of the water so fast she knocked it against Shannon’s chin, which really hurt cause my friend shouted, “OWWWW!” That made me laugh even harder than I would have watching the loser commissioner gasp for air. Jaime, a wallflower no more, turned me around as I continued…guffawing, really, and shook me. 



“What are you doing???” He shouted, though not loud enough to compete with my louder laughter. Then he slapped me across the face so hard that the only reason I didn’t slap him back was that my face had suffered blows much worse and, relative to them, it 84 

wasn’t so bad. “What are you doing!!!” he shouted again, causing me to grab his wet shirt with both hands and holler: 



“SHE TOLD ME I COULD FUCK BURNED BOYS IN HER CITY AS LONG AS I 

PAID HER TO DO IT.” Well, this affected Jaime even more than it had me, as years before he had shot to death the man who had scalded to death two young children he, as a Florida Department of Children and Families investigator, was supposed to protect. And then he shot their mother for letting him do it. So enraged did he become over Alavarez’ 

remark about my paying her to look the other way as I raped Cufe brought all of that rage back and he tore my hands off him, pushed me out of the way and went after the 

commissioner as Shannon helped her out of the pool. Jaime took the wet, frightened woman by her scarf and dragged her back in and under, holding her head deeper and more firmly than I had. Shannon went back to her rescue while I just stood, now chest deep in water, silently. Shannon struggled with Jaime, for whom she was no match, and then began shouting: 



“HEEEEELP!!!” Anne Tentier, who was getting it on with Sonny for the first time after his hemorrhoid surgery, and Phil, who was busy entertaining someone from his gym, similarly, got off their partners when they heard me tell Jaime why I had tried to kill the Santa Fe commissioner, and booked out of their rooms and to the pool upon hearing the housekeeper’s call for help. Phil got Jamie in a headlock and dunked him underwater, distracting him enough to release Alvarez to Shannon and Anne, and I watched all of it from the side of the pool on which I sat with my legs twirling around in the water and my arms again busy scratching The Whore of Babylon and Gladys. 



Linden watched all of it, too. From the balcony outside our second floor room. He watched but didn’t try to stop me or stop Jaime. I noticed him as Shannon and now Anne helped Alvarez out of the pool and Phil let Jaime up for air. I saw Linden and he saw me see him and I lifted my hands off the beagles in order to shrug a “Why are you just standing there?” My husband, whom I loved fiercely even at that, our worst moment, shrugged back a “Why can’t you get that worked up about losing our children?” 



I shook my head and returned to my chaise, resolved to Linden’s never getting it, or getting it and never forgiving me for it. In my peripheral vision, through which I was completely focused on him, my husband shook his head, turned around and went inside our room. 
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Chapter 8 

Showtime 




The wigs arrived during the week. Several big boxes of them from three different companies. I had them shipped to the Homefires office. The bulk of them arrived on a Wednesday when Linden was gardening with Anne and I was giving The Whore of 

Babylon and Gladys baths. I knew they had arrived because I heard Sonny shriek with laughter, all the way across the parking lot and through two doors. I laughed hearing it and kissed the soapy beagles. 



When I finished their baths I brought the girls to the patio to dry in the sun while I relaxed and waited for Sonny and Anne to bring the boxes to me. They were there in seconds, carrying all but the two they had put on their heads. Anne wore a blonde bob with bangs and Sonny, a red bouffant. Their eyes were red and swollen from sobbing they had laughed so hard. As they entered the patio I said, “How many did you try on before you chose those?” 



“All of them!” Anne said, her voice hoarse. 



“This was a great idea, Christian,” Sonny was also hoarse. “Your best.” I nodded with my eyelids, graciously, and examined the size of the boxes they carried. 



“That’s only part of the order.” 



“How many did you get?” Anne asked. 



“Enough for the Homefires Hairdos and Seagrass Book Club. They’re playing a 

scrimmage this weekend. You better call Grady and the gang and make sure they’re here on time.” Sonny beamed, put down his boxes, and hugged me, which was new and 

welcome. I expected no more devil’s advocate from him, though I thought I would miss it. Linden and Shannon joined us and we opened all the boxes and tried on all the wigs, laughing until we exhausted ourselves. 



“Violet’s going to love this,” the housekeeper, our friend, said. “It may even improve her performance.” 



“It’s not about how well we do,” I told her, “but how much fun we have.” 



That afternoon we had a lot of fun. As each team member arrived for practice he joined us at the patio area and modeled wigs. Violet was first. We adults took chaises and chairs and made her stand in front of us. We lined up the wigs on their Styrofoam heads, careful not to let Gladys mess with them, and made a big event out of choosing which one she should wear. “I think she would be sensational in that Morticia Adams job,” Sonny said, with a mock seriousness that caused him to laugh at himself. 



“I don’t know,” I said, pursing my lips as I looked from the girl to the wig to the girl. “I think her skin might be too olive, for Violet!” Poor Violet’s skin went from Olive to red 86 

as we talked about her, in front of her. She remained a good sport, though, as she saw how we were enjoying ourselves. 



“I think that Pam Grier afro would be divine on her!” Anne fairly shouted, and then laughed as loudly. Violet tried it on, and then the Morticia job. Both made us howl but neither satisfied any of us completely. The poor girl tried on a few other styles including a big red Ann-Margret number. 



“That’s it,” said Linden, speaking for all of us. It was unanimous. Violet said: 



“I want to see,” and so her mother left to get a mirror. 



“How did we try them all on earlier without one?” I said out loud. Sonny’s answer was: 



“We would have died laughing looking at ourselves.” No one disagreed. 



Shannon returned quickly with the kind of cheap, full-length mirror that always seem to be for sale at every garage, tag and yard sale. She held it up to her daughter, who examined her face, framed by the long red hair. She said nothing, but her expression made me think that, maybe for the first time in her life, she thought she just might be pretty. Her mother confirmed this by getting a little choked up as she looked at Violet looking at herself. 



“What’s going on?” Stephen said, the second to return from school. No one answered as the boy’s quick examination of the wigs and our goings-on led him to determine, “Cufe’s not the only one wearing a wig, huh?” We all either agreed verbally or nodded our heads. 

“Good, ‘cuz I want mine back.” 



“Are you sure?” I asked him, my arm sweeping the eight or nine wigs set up in front of us. Stephen took them all in and said: 



“I’m good.” Then he looked at Violet in her red hair. “You look very pretty, Violet,” he said. “Though you do anyway.” It was a lovely thing to say, we all agreed by the looks we exchanged. Shannon shed a tear she was so moved. 



“Thank you,” the girl said softly. No one said anything for a few moments, then the Rawlings boys arrived, on bicycles rather than being dropped off by Marjorie. 



“Thank God,” I said to everyone, who knew exactly for what and agreed. 



The boys had a high old time trying on the rest of the wigs. The black boys, Ephraim, Jay, Cufe and Cheole, chose blond ones, which was cool since, you know, black people don’t generally grow blond hair. That left, among others, the Morticia and Pam Grier jobs for Luz and Jose Juan, respectively, and the red bouffant Sonny had sported earlier for Majel. “It makes her look like a cafeteria lady,” I said to Linden, who said: 
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“I was going to say library lady.” To everyone I said: 



“All right, we need to practice. Everyone please return your wigs to their heads and assemble on the field for warm ups.” Everyone did, reluctantly. Shannon and Anne gathered them and carefully returned them to their boxes. Linden, Sonny and I went with the team to the field leaving Shannon, Anne and Jaime, who had arrived with Luz and Jose Juan, to put the boxes away. 



On the field, as the kids lined up for stretches, I noticed Logan still had on his dark brown braided pigtails with red and white polka dotted bows. “Logan,” I began. 



“You want this wig back,” he said, very seriously, “you’re going to have to tear it off my cold, dead scalp.” 



“OK then,” and practice began. Linden and I led the team in a warm up that included stretches and then he ran around the field a few times with them while I watched and laughed at Logan’s pigtails bouncing as he ran. Behind me Sonny was on the phone with Terry Carmichael, whom he told about the wigs and the team’s new name. 



“When can you all come to see this?” he asked. “It’s a great thing. Grand watching these kids have fun.” It was and Terry told him the Southern Division of the Seagrass Book Club would visit not that weekend but the following. Sonny ended his call and then he and Linden hit grounders to the team so they could practice their fielding or whatever. 

Ten minutes into that another couple, albeit not as old as the one whose husband ridiculed Cufe, approached.  He was in his fifties, had a bit of a belly and a long moustache that screamed 1976. She I recognized as one of the hookers who worked out of Homefires. 



“Hello,” I said to them and extended my hand to him. 



“Hello,” the man said, taking it. “I’m Diz and this is Laurie.” I shook his hand and then hers. “You’re Charlie?” I nodded. “I coach the junior varsity baseball team at Alden,” I hadn’t heard of it but it sounded like a private school. “It’s in Albuquerque.” 



“Oh,” I said. 



“I come here sometimes to hook up with Laurie,” bless his heart for being candid about it, “and have noticed you put together a team.” 



“Yes,” I said, smiling but offering no more. I had an idea where Diz was going and let him go. Laurie said: 



“We saw you from our room. With the wigs at the pool. It was exciting.” 



“Yes, it was.” I indicated Cufe. “He’s sensitive about his appearance.” 
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“He’s a good athlete,” Diz said. “He and his brother. This one, too,” he nodded toward Stephen. He also indicated Luz and Jose Juan, adding, “They’re naturals, but they need polishing.” I nodded, grateful for the compliments. “What are your plans with your team?” Diz asked. I hesitated and then said: 



“Honestly, I don’t know. Something about these kids begged me to form a baseball team. 

They all seem to enjoy it. Even our weaker players.” Diz nodded. Laurie said: 



“I think it’s lovely.” I thought it was, too. 



“Well,” Diz began, “my boys are all pretty good. They’ve been playing for years and are more skilled than your group, but if you’re looking for someone to play, just for fun, I’d be glad to bring ‘em here.” I thought I would hug him. David “Diz” Davidson, I later learned was his full name, saw what the book club and I were doing, appreciated the effort, and contributed toward it. He was as honest about his team’s superiority in as flat a way as he was his engaging a prostitute. Just a statement of fact. But he offered us a game, anyway. For fun. And so that the Homefires Hairdos’ practices would be for something more than just hanging out. “We have a practice this Saturday morning. I could get a bus and bring the boys here to play with your team.” 



“Really?” I said, so excited. 



“Yeah,” Diz said. “As I said, they’re a better team, so I’ll have them bat leftie…we don’t have any southpaws.” 



“That would be great!” I said, so very excited. “Can I introduce you to my friends?” 



“Yes,” said Diz. Laurie said: 



“You mean your friend and your husband?” How cool was she? 



“Yes,” I said, and then called over Sonny and Linden. The former put Stephen in charge of some other exercise leaving them free to meet the coach and hooker. 







Diz and Laurie left before practice ended. When it did I told the team about the coach and his offer. The boys and Luz were all excited about playing a real game with a real team. 

Violet and Majel, however, appeared very nervous. “They’re all righties and they’re going to be batting leftie, just to make things more even,” I said. This reassured the girls a bit, but only a bit. “We’ll wear our Homefires Homies shirts, but only because I haven’t ordered the Homefires Hairdos yet.” Everyone agreed to the name change. “We’ll see you tomorrow,” I said and then dismissed them. 



I could barely sleep that night I was so excited about the game. Linden was, too, but said, 

“When are the other wigs arriving?” I knew why he asked. If we and our fellow fugitives 89 

were going to attend a baseball game attended by strangers from Albuquerque who might recognize us, we needed to be in disguise. That meant wigs and sunglasses. The 

following morning Linden and I found Shannon and invited her to the patio for a chat. I got right to the point, saying, “We need you to be the team’s representative in the community.” A beat and then I opened my mouth to continue, and would have explained how my friends and I needed to maintain our privacy and a bunch of vague excuses, but she said, quickly: 



“I understand. No problem.” 



“Thank you,” Linden and I said at the same time. 



“Do I get to wear a wig?” she asked. 



“Of course,” I said, and then, as if on cue, a big brown UPS truck pulled up and out came more boxes of them. 







The Homefire Hairdos had two additional practices before the game with Diz Davidson’s team from the Albuquerque prep school. Everyone was super excited and super nervous, and as a result of both played better than he, and she, had. Linden and Sonny saw it, too, most especially in Violet and Majel’s playing. 



We busted out the wigs for the second half of the last practice before the game, just so we would get used to playing in them. Cufe was fine because he had worn Stephen’s since the beginning. Stephen was also fine because he had worn wigs in dozens of beauty pageants. You would have thought the girls, specifically Violet and Majel, would have adjusted OK, since both had long hair already. Not so. Indeed, Violet’s red tresses seemed to distract her, ruining her improved performance. Ditto Majel, who kept itching her bouffant and adjusting it this way and that. “Maybe the girls should be excused from wearing them,” Sonny suggested. 



“Fuck no,” was my firm reply. “It’s more important we all look consistent than we all play well.” Sonny looked at me and I considered what I said. Then we both busted out laughing. 



Ephraim, Cheole and Jose Juan had to adjust to their wigs and they did quickly. Logan, who I understand had worn his dark pigtails almost every moment since getting them earlier in the week, was so comfortable in them, and looked so good, it was a challenge to recall him as a blond. 



Marjorie picked up the Rawlings boys after practice. The next morning Logan told me she wanted to talk to me about refreshments, seating and other particulars about the big first game. “She searched the motel for you,” he said. 
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“I know,” I replied. “I was hiding the entire time.” We had this exchange at ten a.m. 

Saturday. The game would start at eleven, so I suggested we meet an hour before to stretch and run a few drills or whatever. Everyone was there wearing the Homefires Homies baseball shirts I would replace shortly. Majel’s father, Alex Redfeather, drove her to the field. I had only spoken to him on the phone, about something practice related, and was glad to meet him in person. He was Cherokee, I think…an American Indian. 

Paunchy and roundfaced, I recognized him from the author pic on the back cover of a book of his Majel had brought me. In it Redfeather wore his dark hair in a long braid down his back. He showed up with Majel wearing a matching bouffant wig he apparently picked up someplace. It was platinum blond. Majel’s expression told me she was 

mortified by his presence and more mortified by the wig he got to match hers. “Charlie,” 

Redfeather greeted me with a big smile and firm handshake. Fat and goofy looking, with or without the ‘do, Alex Redfeather was so happy and excited about the game and his daughter and the whole thing I wanted to give him a big hug. I spared his daughter that additional embarrassment, though, and just shook her father’s hand back. 



Also there, from Mexico City, were Grady Mann and his parents, both of whom looked so good and appeared to be in such good health it was hard for me to picture his mom having been incapacitated by the stroke. I was hoping the others would come, too, including and especially my cousin Kitty. Grady explained that she and Terry Carmichael were doing a neuter clinic that weekend. “Really?” I said. 



“Yeah. I taught them how. They’re both nurses. It wasn’t hard. This frees me up to do spays, which I’ll teach them, too.” It was fantastic. So fantastic! 



The Manns brought snacks and lawn chairs, and a couple of dachshunds they had found, someplace. I greeted them with hugs and Shannon presented them with wigs, “in case the press shows up,” she said. Dr. Mann’s was long and black with a streak of white down the middle, like Lily Munster. Mrs. Mann sported a Marilyn Monroe job. Grady’s was long, brown and permanently French braided. Like the rest of us, they had a grand time putting them on and showing them off. Grady set up their chairs and snacks and a blanket for the pups. Jaime and Phil joined them, explaining who each kid was and what position he played and providing other info. 



The Alden Raiders, Diz’ junior varsity team, pulled up at ten minutes to eleven. “Oh my God,” I said to Linden about the luxury bus that brought them. It was huge and appeared to have all kinds of amenities. 



“No yellow school bus for them,” my husband said. 



“No, indeed,” Sonny agreed, approaching us. Linden gathered up our team, who had been tossing and hitting softballs to each other while Sonny and I approached the bus. The door opened and Diz stepped out first, wearing a cheap wavy blond wig he picked up at Halloween City. He flipped it around a bit and then laughed, causing me and Sonny to laugh, too. 
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“You’re too much,” I said, shaking hands with our guest. 



“We wanted to be properly groomed,” he said, and then shook hands with Sonny. 



“Excellent,” Sonny said as the high school boys, dressed in their own shorts and t-shirts and also wearing cheap wigs, exited the bus, enjoying their fabulous hair and it was so great I literally did an Abigail Adams clap and jumped for joy. 



“AAAAAYYY,” I shouted. “This is great!!!” I said to Diz and everybody, looking from his team to mine. All the players seemed happy and at ease, and eager to have a good time. 



“Some of the parents wanted to come, too,” Diz said as a couple dozen adults also stepped off the bus. About half of them had wigs, too. Mostly the fathers. They were also casually dressed, albeit in shorts and shirts they bought from J. Crew or some other high end catalog. All the parents were white, which made me look back at the boys. All white, too. No problem, I thought. White people are cool. Diz brought my attention to two women who approached us, one of whom was wearing an Elvira number, and another 

who appeared to be around my age, but walked slowly with a cane. “This is Laurie,” Diz indicated Elvira, “who you met.” She smiled and gave me and then Sonny hugs. “And this is my wife Josie,” and how glad was I that I spent my formative years in classy Rowaneck and therefore didn’t gasp at Diz’ presenting me with his wife and whore at the same time. 



“I’m glad to see you, Josie,” I said. 



“I am, too, Charlie,” she shook my hand with her thin bony one. She and Sonny greeted each other and then I said: 



“I’m so grateful to you for indulging these kids.” Diz shook his head as if it were nothing. 

“They’ve all had challenges of some sort but they all like playing the game together. 

Sonny, Chuck…all of us at Homefires appreciate your providing another team for us to play.” 



“We’re glad to be here, Charlie, Sonny.” Diz looked around at his players, who were horsing around, grabbing each other’s wigs, pretending to make out and the like. “Let me get my boys under control. Laurie, Josie, would you introduce our new friends to the parents?” They agreed and Diz excused himself while Sonny and I exchanged a look. 



“Let us get our wigs on,” Sonny suggested. “You ladies settle in and we’ll find you in a few.”  They thought that was fine and the former returned to the bus to get a couple of folding chairs from the storage area the driver had opened up. All the parents brought chairs, blankets, picnic baskets and liquor. What a time they would have! 



“Good thinking,” I said to Sonny as we approached the wig station Anne was monitoring. 

Sonny claimed a Marlo Thomas “That Girl” job with a flip while I chose a long, gray, 92 

straight wig that looked awesome with my green eyes and light blue t-shirt. “Let’s meet the parents later,” I said. “Or not at all.” Neither of us was interested in being recognized by someone who had seen the story of the Sea Grass escape on the news or, more likely, a TV show on which I had appeared. 



“I’m with you,” he said, and then joined Linden who was reviewing the batting order with our team. Diz left an assistant coach with his boys and approached Linden and Sonny, apparently asking them about an umpire. It didn’t occur to me to hire one and it didn’t occur to Diz to bring one. The three of them conferred as I hung out with Anne. 

We watched the Alden parents, until some approached and introduced themselves to us. 

We chatted graciously and thanked them for coming and all that while Diz, Sonny and Linden found volunteer umpires in Alex Redfeather, who I learned played football in high school but was confident enough to ump the softball game from behind the plate, and a Raider’s father, who umpired an adult league in Albuquerque and who would stand at third base. 



That solved, the Homefire Homie Haidos took the field and the first Raider, a fourteen or fifteen year old with big arms, granite calves and a mullet wig, approached the plate to bat. “Wait!” someone shouted from somewhere. A woman. One of the Raider mothers. 

“Someone needs to sing ‘The National Anthem.’” Without thinking I shouted: 



“Stephen!” Anne, Sonny and a handful of Hairdos seconded my suggestion with claps and additional shouts of “Stephen.” Among the clappers were Grady and his family, who had heard of his extraordinary voice and were anxious to enjoy. We all looked at our boy on the pitching mound, in the simple straight brown wig that reminded me of how my late sister wore her hair, and he nodded once. He put down his glove and put his hand over his heart. Everyone who was seated stood up and every player and attendee put his hand over his heart, too. From the mound that Phil and his coworkers had created, Stephen began: 



“Oh say can you see…” I was curious whether he would sing in the higher pitch with which he wowed us when he arrived weeks before. He didn’t. He was a boy that day, even under the long brown hair, and he sang as one. A baritone, I figured with my limited knowledge. Of course everyone who sang that song had to start out low if he or she expected to be able to hit the notes to which the song ascended. Stephen did. Clear, perfect pitch, powerful and confident, his amazing voice reached everyone on that field and in a half mile radius I was sure. He added no flourishes to the song, like so many pop stars who performed it before baseball and football games on TV. Stephen respected our country’s anthem and I respected him for it. He was amazing. Up there with Whitney Houston’s famous version of the song at that game in the early nineties. More solemn but as inspiring. More striking for his doing it without music. Amazing. I got goose pimples. 

Everyone did. Some of us wept. 



And more than one…more than a dozen people recorded it. And they all posted it to their facebook pages immediately. 
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When Stephen finished we gave him a standing ovation, which was easy because we were all standing, but had any of us been sitting he would have jumped to his feet. Had anyone been paralyzed or in any way crippled, he would have found himself able to walk Stephen’s effort was so inspiring and divine. Hah! If Grady’s mother hadn’t already recovered from her stroke, the Hairdo pitcher’s “National Anthem” would have cured her. 



We clapped and jumped for joy. Cufe, wearing a blond ponytail that made him look like Gidget, abandoned his position of short stop and approached the friend who had given him his wig and made him up so he felt OK leaving Marjorie’s house and playing 

softball. He fist bumped him. Cheole followed suit. Ditto everyone else on the team, including outfielders Violet, Logan in those pigtails which he would rarely be seen without, and Majel. They enjoyed a group hug and then Ephraim and Jose Juan picked Stephen up and put him on their shoulders, as if he had scored the last-second touchdown or run or whatever that won them the game. 



As grand as this was, even grander were the Raiders players who were as moved and responded by rushing the field and hugging on the Hairdos. This caused us spectators to clap all over again, weep, howl and jump for joy. It was dazzling. 



Ultimately the Raiders returned to their imaginary dugout as we hadn’t yet built a formal one, and the Hairdos put back on their gloves and returned to their positions. Then the game began. 



We played seven innings of softball and the visiting team batted lefty. Even so, they won by a wide margin. Something like thirteen runs to three, I think, and never have I or anyone else at that game enjoyed one more. I feel confident speaking for everyone. The Hairdos vs. Raiders game was the most enjoyable, good natured competition that ever happened. I’m serious. Every hit received applause. Every play. Errors were immediately forgiven and if they were especially bad, also received applause. The best part, for me, was when one their players, Adam something, in a Rapunzel wig that reached the ground, was at first and then attempted to steal second. Like lightning Stephen spun around and threw the ball to Cheole, who caught it well as his mitt was so well rigged for his missing fingers. He had practiced throwing, with both a baseball and softball, so often and so hard that his fingerless throws were super accurate. He and Luz, who could throw and catch as effortlessly as the rest of us blink and breathe, threw the ball back and forth as Adam tried to return to first and then ran back to second and then tripped over his hair and lost it on the ground, but then got back up and put it back on and kept running between the bases as the hairdos, their superior wigs kept in place by a dozen bobby-pins each, attempted to tag him out. It was great entertainment and the three players, Adam first among them, knew it and milked it for all the drama and laughter they could. Finally, Adam feigned exhaustion and gave up, inviting Cheole, who had the ball at the time, to tag him out. He did so with such force he knocked Adam and himself over, like, he tackled him there between first and second. All worked up by the drama and full of adrenaline and everything, Luz lost all reason and jumped on the two boys. The rest of the Hairdos exchanged looks from their various positions and ran to the three-player 94 

pileup and turned it into a twelve player. As they took running dives onto the larger and larger pile of bodies, the Raiders again abandoned their imaginary dugout and joined the fun. As with the mosh pit that followed Stephen’s “National Anthem,” we spectators clapped and jumped for joy as the exciting running bases had already brought us to our feet. 



Video of that got uploaded, immediately, as well. 



Diz and Sonny, who had pretty much assumed the role of head coach for the Hairdos, entered the field and began pulling bodies off the massive pile up. As the Raiders got up they stole the wigs off the Hairdos, because ours were better and everything, and put them on their heads. This was not a good idea as, to a man and woman, the Hairdos attacked their guests in a playful way that nonetheless frustrated the coaches. Diz blew his whistle, which calmed everyone down. “Return all wigs to their proper heads,” was something I’m sure he never thought he would ever say under any circumstances, much less on a baseball diamond. Everyone obeyed, the Raiders returned to their dugout and the Haridos to their positions. 



Other great moments were when Violet was at bat. The Raiders pitcher threw gentle, accurate balls to her, so gentle and even it was obvious to everyone he wanted her to get a hit. I mean, he was spoon feeding her awesome balls. When she didn’t swing the umpire, Alex Redfeather, called a ball when it was clearly a strike. When she did swing and missed, he had no choice but to call a strike. Finally, with the count two and three, the pitcher, Danny, I think, sporting a spiky silver wig, handed her a pitch she actually hit. 

She did. It was one of the only handful of times Violet ever hit a ball as she rarely did so during practice. She hit a grounder that went straight to Danny, who could have got it and thrown her out at first in less than two seconds. He didn’t, though, because he wanted her to get on base and he was so distracted by her dropping the bat and jumping up and down, as happy as she was terrified as she was confused. Violet’s teammates shouted for her to run to first base. She looked at them, unable to understand them as everyone yelled over each other. Then the Raiders catcher tapped her on the shoulder and pointed to first. 

She thanked him and began running toward it. As she did so the ball bounced past the second baseman, who also could have nabbed it but didn’t and into center field. The center fielder did get it and deliberately overthrew it to the first baseman, whom I’m sure wouldn’t have caught it had it been thrown properly. The whole team was conspiring to get Violet on base. When the fella at first missed the center fielder’s throw everyone—

our team, their team, every single spectator—shouted for her to take second. Again our girl was confused and didn’t understand. Then, the second baseman approached her and held his arm out to her. She took it and he escorted her to second. He was a tall, handsome young man with long, straight jet black hair and severe bangs. And an 

extremely handsome face. Violet was instantly enamored of him and very glad to be led to second. “Stephen who?” I said to Anne and Shannon. Both laughed and Violet’s mother said: 



“I hope someone got that on tape, too.’ Hmmm, I thought, Linden and I would have to get her a camcorder next. 
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Violet’s double was a joy to watch, but the running bases and ensuing melee was the best part of the game. It happened in inning five. That’s when the score was thirteen to three, I think. It was also when we all quit keeping score. It was also when Sonny took advantage of the even less serious tone to strap Jay onto his torso using a backpack and bungee cords or some combination of stuff. He inserted himself into the batting lineup between Majel and Jose Juan and very casually stepped up to the plate with the little fella awake and looking around at the players but unaware what was going on and why he was 

wearing a French twist. Sonny picked up the bat Majel had dropped when she got a genuine base hit and gripped it in such a way as to appear as if Jay was holding it. Danny got in real close to the coach and the new little player and pitched the softest ball of his or anyone’s life. Sonny swung and hit it as softly. The ball hit the ground at Danny’s feet and more or less stopped in front of him. Sonny dropped the bat and slowly and gently ran toward first base. Danny looked down at the ball, to Sonny and Jay on his left, to Majel running to second base behind him, and then back to the ball. Then he picked it up, turned around and threw it as hard and high as he could, well past the outfield line Phil had marked and out of sight completely. Everyone shouted for Jay and his magnificent home run. Majel ran the bases and scored at home and Sonny and Jay ran the bases and scored at home where they were greeted by the rest of the Hairdos. Sonny unstrapped the boy and Stephen held him high as everyone chanted, “Jay, Jay, Jay, Jay…!!!” Jay responded, either to his name or the unusual height at which he was being held by smiling and giggling and flapping his arms, and nothing cuter ever happened anywhere. 



The game was amazing and the day was a joy. It was the most fun I’ve had since Linden and I arrived in Santa Fe. I was more grateful to Diz Davidson than I could say. His players were fine young men who knew the score and indulged the Hairdo team so 

generously. I wanted to hug him. When the game was over I nearly did. As with all kiddie and high school games, I think, both teams formed a single line and walked past each other, slapping hands and bumping fists and that sort of thing. Linden, Sonny and I brought up the rear of our team and I thanked each of the Raiders so effusively Sonny had to turn around several times and drag me forward. When we got to Diz, he said, 

“Josie, Laurie and I would like to take you and yours to dinner someplace.” An invitation out from a new friend! I was tons of excited. 



“Yes, of course. We’d like that a lot. Sonny?” I asked the Homefires co-captain. He shook his head graciously and said: 



“I’m beat, but thank you. You and Chuck go and have fun.” 



The Raiders drove away in their bus and their parents, families and friends left, too, after thanking Sonny, me and Linden for a delightful afternoon and praising our team and our efforts. I continued to wear my wig and responded to each of them in as low a pitch as I could without sounding like I was trying to. None said, “You’re Christian Gallagher, from that TV show,” so that was all good. When they were all gone I asked Grady and his parents to come to dinner with us. He said he would but advised us his parents were beat 96 

and just needed to relax in their room. Linden and I drove with him in his van and met our Albuquerque friends at a Mexican place downtown. 



The dinner was lovely. The day had been lovely. My husband and I left our wigs at the motel but found a dark table and didn’t make eye contact with our server. Josie, Laurie and Diz were amazing company and the whole meal was terrific until I got a call, from Logan. “Excuse me,” I said, and then left the table to take it. “Logan?” I said into the phone. 



“Charlie,” he said, “you have to get us. We’re at the police station.” 



“You are?” I was less surprised and more curious. “What did you do?” 



“Shoplifted at 7-Eleven.” 



“Who?” 



“Me and Ephraim. And Jay I guess.” 



“Where’s Marjorie?” I asked, and then realized part of the reason the day had been such a pleasure was because she was not there. 



“I drugged her coffee so she wouldn’t come to the game. She’s such pain.” I thought that was the shit and nearly said so. “She must still be out ‘cause she’s not answering her phone.” Out or dead, I thought. 



“All right,” I said. “You stay where you are and I’ll come and get you.” 



“Thanks, Charlie.” I returned to the table and told the party what was up, including Marjorie having been drugged. Considering Diz, Josie and Laurie’s arrangement, I didn’t think they’d be concerned over the Marjorie Rawlings’ absence and the reason for it. 



“He’s the one in the pigtails?” Josie asked. I nodded and she chuckled. 



“He’s kind of in charge of the house,” I said and no one disagreed. 



“Why don’t I get them?” Grady suggested, he being less recognizable and notorious than I. I considered it and then remembered the note I had from Marjorie, allowing the kids to hang out with me and Linden at Homefires. I kept a copy in my wallet. I produced it for Grady and our new friends and said: 



“I better go.” 



“I better go,” Linden insisted. Like Grady, he was less recognizable and notorious than I.” 
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“OK,” I agreed. My husband said goodbye to the Manns and the Davidsons and I walked him to the SUV. “It was a good day,” I said as he opened the drivers door. 



“It was,” he agreed. Then he kissed me and got in. Later, when the Davidsons and Laurie got in their car, I said: 



“You and your boys are class acts, Diz. Thank you for giving our team this day.” 



“You are the class acts, Charlie,” he said, and gave me a hug. Laurie hugged me, too. I leaned into Josie and gave her a kiss on the cheek, which she returned. Then they returned to Albuquerque. On the cab ride back to the motel I explained their apparent arrangement to Grady and his folks. They found it unusual but didn’t disapprove. 



Elsewhere, Linden bailed out Ephraim, Jay and, still in his black pigtails, Logan. He brought them to Marjorie’s house to find her watching highlights of the game, posted everywhere online, with Cufe and Cheole. She didn’t seem to mind or understand that she had been drugged, instead saying: 



“Thank you for bringing the boys home. I must have caught a bug last night. I had such a headache and slept all day.” Bless her heart, Marjorie had no idea Ephraim and the other two had been caught shoplifting, and Linden didn’t tell her. Before she had an 

opportunity to talk my husband’s ear off he said: 



“Charlie’s waiting for me in the car. I gotta run. We’ll see you at the next game.” And he left. 
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Chapter 9 

Pink Pistols 




The Homefires Hairdos were a big hit online, locally, nationally and internationally. Said Linden, “You just can’t stay off the net, can you?” We agreed we needed to retire as coaches, as every subsequent practice and game was crowded with spectators, reporters, bloggers and local dignitaries, including, once, the city council member Jaime and I tried to drown. We couldn’t count on our wigs to conceal our identities, not the least because I continued to look like my late sister and former media darling Deirdre Gallagher in mine, regardless of its color or style. 



Shannon Gros was the Homefires coach as far as the media was concerned. Sonny was the boss on the field, though, and Jaime and Phil helped him when their work schedules allowed. Everyone continued to play ball, including Majel, who improved significantly, and Violet, who did not but who came to grips with her suckiness and began to enjoy herself. It helped that none of the teams, locally and nationally, who asked to play the Bad News Bears of the 21st century, tried very hard to do anything but have fun and wear their own wigs. The opposing teams were from middle and high schools in New Mexico and the region, and state champions from all over the country who flew in and batted leftie, or rightie if they were southpaws, and fielded similarly. 



Adult teams also asked to play Homefires. Santa Fe had a softball league from different businesses. One of them was from the gym where Phil Gentry worked. They played 

Homefires one Saturday afternoon. Phil, in dreadlocks, pitched in so careful a way every one of the Hairdos got at least a base hit. 



Shannon and Sonny were very selective in whom they agreed to let play against the Hairdos. So great in number were the requests the team could have played two games a day every day of the week through New Year’s. Some of the requests came from other countries, which was grand, but Homefires agreed to only one of them, a team of destitute children from a shantytown in Johannesburg, South Africa. They had been identified by a filmmaker and sponsored jointly by a public relations firm in London and the South African Film Commission, or something. Basically someone saw an 

opportunity to make money off the kids and did. They were savvy, though, or the filmmaker hired to document their lives and their forming a baseball team to give them hope and dignity and all that, made sure each of them, their families, and their neighborhood benefited financially from his movie. 



They called themselves the Bad Asses, a term they got from watching American action films and TV shows. That meant the South African Badasses, all of whom were black, played the Homefires Hairdos of Santa Fe, New Mexico. That game occurred the 

Saturday before Thanksgiving, 2013, and Homefires was never more packed with the production crew, press, the opposing team and their families, and some Johannesburg movers & shakers. So full was the motel that Linden and I, wanting not to be seen or recorded, rented a house in Marjorie Rawlings’ neighborhood. It was a two story job—

adobe, of course—with four bedrooms. My husband, our dogs and I took one. Phil 

another, Jaime a third, and Violet the fourth. Shannon stayed at Homefires to greet 99 

visitors, talk to media, pose with the team and supervise the additional housekeeping staff hired to maintain the place while the doc was being shot. 



Sonny Finn, always in a wig, ghost-coached the Hairdos and was not interviewed by reporters or the South African filmmaker. Marjorie Rawlings, however, was all over the place, speaking to whomever had a camera and microphone, going on and on about 

herself, her childhood, her failed marriages and the cervical cancer scare that led her to have a complete hysterectomy earlier that year. Not once did she mention her foster children, even when asked about them specifically. “Yes, they’re darlings,” was the most any reporter got out of her before she continued, “I think the reason I can’t maintain a long-term relationship with a man is because my father cheated on my mother with several of his caterers. Women and men…” 



Each of the Rawlings boys got a moment in the film and more in the American media. 

Shannon Gros was present at all their interviews, so they wouldn’t be asked anything inappropriate. More than once she ended an interview when a reporter asked Cufe how much of his body was burned or what he would do to his parents if they were still alive. 

We all expected it and warned Cufe and Cheole about it. We warned all the kids of the potential for inappropriate questions, and we gave each the option of not appearing at all. 

Everyone but Majel agreed to be interviewed. She was shy by nature, but also didn’t like having her picture taken. Her father, the sci-fi author, could have benefited tremendously by appearing on this or that local or national broadcast or cable entertainment show with his daughter, but he chose her privacy over book sales. His reward were mentions Shannon insisted each reporter make of the daughter of Alex Redfeather being on the team. 



Logan did a bang up job on camera in the black pig tails he never took off. Ephraim and Jay would only be interviewed if he were there to give them direction. Cufe and Cheole modeled wigs and, at Logan’s suggestion, playfully carried on about all the female fans who were hot for them. Violet boasted about how bad she was and then talked about her favorite authors. 



Luz and Jose Juan played ball and were shot by news and the documentary crews from a distance. Jaime and the South African filmmaker however, arranged for Hispanic child actors flown in from New York City, to do their interviews. The kids were terrified of being identified by the criminals who murdered their parents. The filmmaker, whose name I can’t remember and, as always, am too lazy to look up, really wanted to give them a minute in his movie in order to draw attention also to the poverty and crime in Mexico. 

Jaime and I created fake names and a script for them and two of the films’ producers flew to NYC to audition and cast young actors to appear in their place. 



Stephen agreed to appear, but also used a fake name. He used a fake accent, too. South African. He picked it up quickly and made up a story about how he was born there and his parents were killed during a vacation to the states. “They were both only children and I had no living relatives in South Africa,” he said, more than once as the 

filmmaker…let’s say “Howard,” had to correct his pronunciation of this or that vowel. “I 100 

went into foster care in Albuquerque,” he nailed that city’s name in one take, “and then wound up with Logan and everyone in Santa Fe.” 



Stephen Mayfair or Fairwind or whatever…what a strange and powerful young man he was. 



The movie was shot. Interviews were conducted. The game was played, and took all day for two days that could have been three had Shannon not said, “Everyone has school Monday, wrap it up” to Howard as the sun set Sunday evening. 



Linden asked me if I minded not having a role in documentary. “Hell no,” I said, hanging out with The Whore of Babylon and Gladys at the pool of the rented house. Then I reminded him of the earpiece I wore so I could listen to all the interviews. Alex Redfeather had suggested it and arranged for an audio connection between it and a microphone-necklace Shannon wore. I was good. 



This all happened over the course of a couple of months. Maybe three. Linden and I missed the Badasses and every other game and all subsequent practices. We were the victims of our own success. That didn’t keep us from hanging out with the kids: Violet and Majel at the pool, and the Rawlings boys at the pool and elsewhere. Stephen, bless his heart, made friends at his middle school and hung out with them. I admired him for being independent and doing his own thing. It’s what he did as his parents’ son for years and what suited him. He saw Violet sometimes at the motel, but no romance developed and I think she ultimately got over her crush. Majel didn’t, which is a pity. If she had been an adult I would have found some other lesbian to hook her up with, but as she was just thirteen I was powerless to help her. “She’ll find someone,” Linden told me. “She’ll find her way.” I thought she would, too. Her father was extremely cool and once made a reference to his daughter’s being gay so that alone gave her a head start on all of it. 



Luz and Jose Juan were Jaime’s kids, and that was fine. It was good. They needed him and he needed them. They continued to play softball with the Hairdos, and seemed really to enjoy it. They were always welcome at the pool when I was there with the Rawlings boys. And I invited them everywhere I took the boys. Being completely absent from everything related to the Haridos team didn’t prevent Linden, The Whore of Babylon, Gladys and me from hanging out with them. Instead of attending their practices and games, my husband and I took whoever wanted to go places in and around Santa Fe. 



A small, isolated city, there was still a lot to see in that desert oasis: theaters, museums, art and other festivals. They even have their own opera, and I’m not kidding. They also had zoos and pet shops, which needed protesting. There were yummy vegan restaurants, too, which I forced all of the kids to go to. The boys, all five of them, were up for anything that got them out of the house and away from their self-absorbed foster mother. 

Cufe and Cheole were still sensitive about the former’s face and the latter’s hands, but they had so enjoyed being away from chatty Marjorie, at the Homefires pool or playing ball, they were glad to attend the ballet just for the relief. Ditto Ephraim who, with Jay, was all about seeing a traveling theater company’s “Wicked.” Logan was all about going 101 

everywhere, found something interesting about everything, and enjoyed the opportunity of herding his brothers different places. He liked demonstrating for animal rights the best. 

He took great joy in planning protests: requesting flyers and other written material, signs and even costumes from national organizations; recruiting other activists from the community; advising local law enforcement when and where we would be so they could be on hand to protect our free speech and assembly rights from our targets; doing media interviews—print, broadcast and online—always in the pigtail wig; and creating his own 501c3 animal rights organization that he named after Gladys. “It can be an acronym, too,” he said. 



“For what?” I asked. 



“I’ll think of something.” What a pistol he was. Truly, an extraordinary kid. I mean it, and I’ll tell you why, though I’m reluctant to because it changed the way I saw Cufe and Cheole and I would have preferred always to think of them as these brave young men who overcame cruelty and adversity to become superior people, and really they did, except for this one time. 



Oh, this is tough, but when have I spared you, reader? And when have I ever called you 

“reader?” It’s so 19th century British fiction. Reader. Dear Reader. I’m Thackeray. Or Trollope. I’m Charles Dickens and the Rawlings boys are Artful Dodgers. 



I’m distracting myself. 



OK, this is the thing, when I saw how into the whole animal rights thing Logan was getting I asked him why Marjorie didn’t have a pet. Before the extraordinary young man could affect a matter-of-fact expression and give me some dull excuse, his face fell, and I mean really got dark and grave. For a microsecond. I saw it and Logan saw that I saw it and I saw that Logan saw that I saw it and I’m distracting myself again, being light and silly in the midst of learning… 



OK, quickly, Logan said, “We had a cat once until Cufe and Cheole set her on fire. I saw them do it and picked up a brick and smashed her head as quickly as I could.” 



Yeah. Big pause here. Big, painful pause. 



“I didn’t yell at them or tell on them or anything. I figured it was not unusual for kids who were abused to be abusers. It happens all the time. It’s normal.” He shuddered as he said this and so did I. “I made them pick her up and bury her, though. Cufe picked her up with his hands. Cheole got a towel and shovel. We went into the back yard and Cufe handed her to Cheole, who couldn’t dig with no fingers. Cufe dug a hole and then I said deeper and deeper until it was really deep. It didn’t have to be but I wanted her burial to last as long as possible. I wanted Cheole to hold Madeline as long as possible.” Madeline. 

“The hole was so deep and wide Cufe asked me if I was going to kill them for what they did and bury them together in it.” I grabbed my chest as I thought I would have a heart attack hearing this. 



102 



“What did you tell them?” I asked. 



“I told them it had occurred to me, but no, I just wanted Maddy’s burial to last as long as possible so they would never forget it.” 



Yeah, Cufe and Cheole really thought Logan was going to kill them. That’s how they thought. That’s what had been done to them, and thinking that and killing Madeline was what they had become. 



My heart continued to hurt like at no other time in my life. Logan said, “I would have spared you but I thought if you were thinking of fostering them or having your family adopt them or something, you should know so you would keep an eye out in case they didn’t get the message.” I had to sit down. Was I hearing this from Logan? Was the twelve year-old so sophisticated? I was looking at myself as a boy, albeit in a wig, something my parents would never have let me wear. He knew who I was and that I had a family and that we adopted kids. I don’t know how and I didn’t care, because it was minor compared to the wise and effective way he handled the twins’ killing their cat. 

Logan said, “They’re good kids, in spite of it. I don’t think they’ll do it again.” So, so mature and extraordinary. More so than I, is for sure. “It’s part of the reason I’ve jumped into the animal cause…you know, to drag them into it.” I was speechless and breathless. I don’t recall what Logan and I were doing at the time of this chat. I think we were at the pool, cuz I quit going to the baseball field. After it was over the boy just went on with his day or whatever activity he was engaged in while I breathed into a paper bag and then found Linden to tell him. 



“Wow,” my husband said. 



“Oh, yeah,” I agreed. “One day when we leave this city, we can leave it in his hands.” 



“Oh, yeah,” said Linden. 



It took me a long time to process Cufe and Cheole’s setting their cat on fire even though, in retrospect, it wasn’t a surprise. Children who are abused often repeat the abuse. I was intelligent. I knew that. Still, I had this image of the twins that was destroyed, and I mourned it. I know, I should suck it up and forgive them and love them. And I loved them. Forgiving them was difficult and maybe impossible. I mean, how many people had abused animals and later been punished by me, Linden and some combination of our friends? How were Cufe and Cheole different from them? How did they deserve my 

affection when others had endured my vengeance? I asked Linden, who reminded me of Buck, the former Superior Bodies trainer I had ridiculed and who got revenge on me by letting Superior Mutts dogs loose and causing some of them to die. I had forgiven him, though it took a decade at the end of which I came very close to stabbing him to death. 



I was consumed by Madeline’s murder. I looked up images and video of cat and other animal abuse on the internet and watched it thinking of the twins doing it. I wanted to kill 103 

the perps who tortured and murdered animals and posted it online. How could I not feel the same way about Cufe and Cheole? The kids and adults I saw murdering dogs, cats and other animals were just as troubled and probably also had been abused. 



Then I looked up kids and adults who had survived fires. Then I researched criminal punishments for animal abuse in New Mexico and elsewhere in the US. Then I 

discovered the ratio of animal abusers to child abusers. Then I visited a local pet store outside of which a rescue adopted out dogs and cats. I held the cats and played with them, imagining each of them on fire. Then I found some reason to visit Marjorie’s house and see the twins. Then I sought out Madeline’s grave in the back yard. Then I went back to the internet. 



Then Linden said, “You need to move past this,” and I said: 



“I want to.” Then Linden suggested something and I said, “Oooooo, good idea.” 



Shoplifting. 



It’s something I had learned to do, effectively, my sophomore year at Boston College. It’s something, I admit, finally, that I have done periodically since. In phases. In Rowaneck and Orlando. During road trips. On that visit to Rowaneck for Erin Fleming’s wedding. 

In Kingdom Come, Maine. Everywhere, but not all the time. Shoplifting was recreation for me. A cool challenge. To see what I could take, from where and under whose nose. 

I’m serious. I only bring it up now because it’s not that interesting. Honestly, compared to replacing the live puppies at that shop in Altamonte with dead ones I dug up at Superior Bodies and then lighting the store on fire ‘cuz the owner was going to do it himself, stealing a pack of gum or fifty-cent bag of peanuts was not a big deal. 



Shoplifting wasn’t a big deal to me, but it was for Ephraim, who got busted for it the evening of the Haridos’ first game. It was something Stephen’s parents had wished he had done to lash out instead of entering, and winning, kiddie beauty pageants from sea to shining sea. It was a form of rebellion and aggression and other stuff, maybe, that Linden thought might satisfy Cufe and Cheole’s need to act out their rage and horror over what their parents did to them. 



It was an interesting idea, “But will it be enough?” Linden didn’t answer right away, and I continued, “There’s a big difference between walking out without paying for a Slurpee and burning the family pet to death.” My husband nodded, thought some more and then said: 



“Yes, but combined with Logan’s killing her with a brick in front of them and then making them dig her grave,” I interrupted: 



“And in so doing making them think he was going to kill and bury them.” 
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“Yes. And then making them attend animal rights demonstrations, and watch 

slaughterhouse videos…” 



“Yes,” I said. We thought about Logan’s efforts and then Linden said: 



“Why don’t you take them to,” some park, I can’t remember the name, “for a picnic or something, and then give them a lesson in proper shoplifting techniques.” The suggestion was hilarious, made so seriously by Linden. Or maybe I just needed to laugh because of the horror at the heart of our conversation. I laughed and so did he, though harder than it warranted. 



“Good idea,” I said, and then thought about the woman who had taught me. Ronnie Walsh, the half Asian-half white Boston College student who looked so innocent that she could walk out of the school’s bookstore carrying poster board and expensive organizers with impunity. Who could march past the cafeteria cashier with a loaded tray and then pour vodka into her orange juice and my grapefruit juice and toast our successful thefts. 



“‘No one thinks we Asians steal,’” Ronnie said to me and I said to Linden. “But black kids…” I added. He nodded and said: 



“We’ll have to come up with a plan.” I agreed, and so we did. 



The Friday after Thanksgiving, 2013, I think, Linden and I invited the kids to that park. 

“We’ll pack a lunch,” I said. Having endured an entire day with Marjorie and a couple of old aunts she had dragged to Santa Fe to spend the holiday listening to her talk, Ephraim, Jay, Cufe, Cheole and Logan would have gone to Hell had I suggested it. Shannon had taken the long weekend off and had gone with Violet to Denver to visit her mother. Majel went with her Dad to a sci-fi event, I think, in Ojai. Luz and Jose Juan joined us, and Jaime would have had we not asked Sonny and Anne to find something for him to do that would prevent him from going. 



“What are you up to?” asked Sonny. I told him. I told him about Linden bailing out Ephraim, Jay and Logan after they were caught shoplifting, and about Cufe and Cheole setting their cat on fire. “Oh, Christian,” he said, hating that he knew and angry at me for telling him. 



“You’ve seen it Sonny. I have, too. We need to know shit like this about the people we love. How else can we help them?” Sonny looked at me, hard and…impressed. “Yes, I’m quite wise, Sonny.” Anne said: 



“You’re going to encourage them to shoplift as an alternative to killing animals?” 



“Yes,” I said, flatly. She didn’t dismiss my idea right away. She considered it, and so did Sonny. I did, too, through their eyes, and it seemed very silly. So much that I blushed. 

I’m blushing now as I admit that I continued, “It’s what I know.” Kinder than he should have been, Sonny said: 
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“It’s a kind of aggression.” Also too kind, Anne said: 



“I agree,” and then added, “And who’s to say they won’t one day need to shoplift in order to survive? 



“Oh…” I began, grateful but wanting them to stop patronizing me. Reading my mind, Sonny said: 



“We’re not patronizing you, Christian. They should all know how to survive.” I just felt more and more foolish. I wondered why Linden hadn’t shot down my shoplifting idea. 

Then I remembered it was his. It didn’t make me feel any less silly, though. Anne said: 



“They were hurt, and so they hurt their cat. Instead of doing that they can hurt the clerk or grocery store owner by stealing. It’s not a bad idea, Christian.” 



“No, it’s not,” Sonny agreed, but I still wasn’t buying it, from them. He looked at Anne, who nodded at whatever he suggested to her nonverbally, and said, “We can teach them to shoot.” Anne: 



“It’s what we know.” I determined right away it was a grand idea and I said so. Sonny: 



“You have your outing and give them your lesson. Then when you come back, we’ll give them ours. We’ll invite Jaime to lunch to talk about Luz and Jose Juan. To see if maybe he wants us to teach them, too.” 



“Excellent” I said to my friends. 



One weekend day in November or early December—again I can’t remember and the 

date’s not important enough to look up—Linden and I took The Rawlings Boys, Luz and Jose Juan to some park with a large picnic lunch. No movies or theater that day. No opera or ballet. No museums, just a lunch in the park. Everyone was in as each knew wherever I took them I would make it a good time. 



We found a couple of adjacent picnic tables, empty, and secured them right away. Cufe and Cheole brought a football and tossed it around with Ephraim. Logan played on the monkey bars, going back and forth skipping as many as he could, and then walking across the top of them and then leaping across the top of them, stepping on as few as he could. Luz and Jose Juan assumed Jay babysitting duty and carried him to a fountain. Into which they threw coins, making wishes for all of us. 



Linden and I set the tables, distributed plates and silverware and then reviewed my shoplifting lesson. It amounted to their being kids, and therefore immediate shoplifting suspects, particularly Ephraim as he was black. Their local celebrity would also make it tougher to steal as clerks and other shoppers would look at them or even engage them in conversation. What I would suggest is that someone, like Logan, or Ephraim with Jay, 106 

draw the attention of everyone in a particular convenience store and regale them with a Homefires Hairdo anecdote while someone else, Cufe or someone, stuffs his pockets with candy, gum and whatever else. 



As I went over my plan with Linden I listened to myself as if I were one of the kids. Then I said, “This is lame, isn’t it.” Linden nodded and said: 



“Only because everyone in this city knows who they are.” 



“What else am I going to tell them?” I asked my husband. “I’ve led them to think I have some grand thing to share.” Linden thought about it. I did, too, specifically about Anne and Sonny suggesting they give the kids firearm training. I looked at all the kids: Logan having joined the other boys’ catch and Luz changing Jay’s diaper. I imagined them all learning how to shoot a gun or rifle. Sonny and Anne giving them safety tips, advising them to respect the weapon and telling them how to breathe and squeeze the trigger instead of pulling it. I imagined their training and how much more fun and valuable it would be for them than stealing a bag of nuts from a Circle K, and then I got an idea. I said to Linden, “Did I ever tell you about ‘Pink Pistols?’” He smiled. No, more than smiled…Linden’s entire face, and body, lit up, like a Christmas tree. Like the Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center. He saw in my expression how startled I was by his reaction and…extinguished himself, somehow. His joy under control, he nodded and said: 



“Yes. When we met and I showed you mine. You suggested I start a chapter of Pink Pistols in Central Florida.” Pink Pistols was a national organization of gay gun owners. 

Its poster girl was a butch lesbian who looked like Majel in ten years. Its slogan was 

“Pick on someone your own caliber.” 



“Did I ever tell you when I worked that temp job in the human resource office of that bank?” Linden shook his head. “First Union or Southeast. One of the banks that’s not around or got bought by another or something.” He nodded once. Then I told him about the Pink Pistols chapter I started, over twenty years before, when I first moved to Orlando and was working for a temp agency. When I was finished he said: 



“That is very funny. I think you should start a Santa Fe chapter and enroll everyone.” 



“I think so, too,” I said. 



“Are you going to pitch it now?” he asked. I shook my head right away. 



“No, I’d rather wait until I got the IDs.” 



“Good idea,” Linden said. The boys stopped playing ball and approached the tables. Ditto Luz, Jose Juan and Jay. 



“So should we just eat?” I asked. Linden nodded again. The kids joined us at the tables and helped themselves to Tofurkey sandwiches and almond milk. Carrot sticks and 107 

hummus. Apples and bananas. Good stuff. Jose Juan fed Jay who, while unable to walk or control his bowels and bladder, could chew and swallow. As everyone ate I said, “I used to live in Orlando.” No one reacted with a bit of surprise, confirming, a little, that they all, down to Jay, knew who I really was. “I moved there after college and 

immediately signed up with a temporary agency.” Yeah, I abandoned the shoplifting thing and went right to the pistols. It was so much more interesting and Linden was all about encouraging it. 



“What’s a temporary agency?” Ephraim asked. 



“It’s when a company needs a temporary worker. To work on a short-term project, like get an annual mailing out, or cover someone’s vacation or family leave.” He nodded. “I took a long-term temp job at Southeast Bank. Its headquarters was in Orlando but it had branches in Florida, Georgia and the Carolinas. I answered phones and pushed paper. 

There were about fifteen of us in the office, from me to the Director of Human 

Resources, this cool fat Italian guy you’d expect to see running a restaurant with red gingham tablecloths in Little Italy. Loud and funny was Ralph Santiliquido. And he loved to eat. And fart. A total nut but he knew HR: labor law, employee relations and all that.” 

Everyone paid polite attention except Linden, who was unusually excited. “One day the whole office went out to celebrate Christmas, at a sushi restaurant in downtown Orlando. 

I was left alone to answer the phones and see visitors should there by any.” They all knew something good was coming. “I had only been there a couple of weeks but I had already gotten to know everyone and kind of had become part of the family. Pretty quickly.” 



“I believe it,” Logan said. Lovely boy. 



“I actually was kind of nervous when I first started there, if you can believe that.” If Logan did he didn’t say so. “I mean, I grew up in suburban New York City. Westchester County. Monied and generally liberal. And then I moved to Florida.” 



“Don’t forget Boston College,” Cheole said, revealing his complete knowledge of my identity and life. I just laughed at her knowing smile and continued: 



“New York and Boston to Florida. I was gay and out but it was a different state and different culture. Orlando…It’s not Montgomery but it’s not Boston, either.” I looked from the kids to my husband, who smiled and winked. I continued, “I was there a week, being polite and low-key. Answering the phone and copying HR manuals. Typing memos to the branches. I was quiet.” I laughed and so did everyone else. “You wouldn’t have recognized me.” Logan smiled, knowingly. I looked from him to everyone else, all of whom also smiled knowingly. Everyone, including Luz and Jose Juan, who knew me the least, still knew I was Christian Gallagher of the Rowaneck Gallaghers. Retired TV star, former bathhouse Madam, vigilante and fugitive. I said, “Ralph, the fat Italian boss, who was from Chicago, by the way, realized I was far more interesting than I appeared, and far gayer, too. In an effort to make me feel comfortable…or get me to open up…or, really, encourage me to be a big queen, he came busting out of his office at a moment when an unusually large combination of HR staffers were at or near the front desk where 108 

I sat. He said, ‘Everyone stop what you’re doing. I have an important announcement to make.’ Everyone stopped and gave him his full attention, including a couple of visitors who happened to be waiting for appointments.” 



“In front of visitors?” Linden said, having heard this story before. I must not have mentioned that there were total strangers in the room in the version I told him. It makes what he did even grander. 



“Ralph hung two limp wrists in front of his chest and said, ‘OK, I have a question. How come gay guys in New York City walk like this?’” I stood up, hung two limp wrists in front of my chest and imitated Ralph pretending to walk like a stereotypical gay man. I strutted the length of the picnic tables taking tiny girly steps, bobbing my head in sync with my feet and saying, “Haaaaaaaaaaaaay,” just as Ralph Santaliquido, head of Southeast Bank’s Human Resources Department had over twenty years before. Everyone laughed, including Jay because Jose Juan tickled him. 



“Did anyone guess?” Logan asked, apparently having heard the joke . 



“I think one or two people probably knew the answer. I hadn’t heard the joke but even if I had I wouldn’t have said anything. The stage was clearly Ralph’s.” My young friend nodded, shaking his the braided pig tailed wig he had worn for so long I had to struggle to remember him as a blond. I said, “Ralph said, ‘Because it’s too crowded for them to walk like this,’ and shot both arms above his head, waved them back and forth like a big gay windmill, and began prancing around the reception area like it was a big yellow-brick runway, shouting, ‘HAAAAAAAAAAYYYYYYY!!!’” I, of course, demonstrated as I 

described it, and everyone laughed harder, including Jay because both Luz and Jose Juan tickled him together. “Yeah, that broke the ice,” I said. “And after that there was no stopping me.” I would have continued my story, about Pink Pistols, but at that moment the kids were more interested in imitating my imitation of my former boss. It was chaos until Logan suggested a contest where everyone told the same joke and then Linden, Jay and I would determine who did it best. And everyone did. He, Ephraim, Cufe, Cheole, Luz and Jose Juan, and I could go on for pages describing how funny each person was, how out of character it was for each person to queen it up, how awkward, silly and delightful each effort was…But for our first baseball game against the Albuquerque team, it was the most fun we had ever had. Ephraim waving his big arms and screaming 

“HAAAAAY!” Cufe, tossing around his head so hard the wig he also always wore flew off his head and, as a big finale, Ephraim and Logan holding up Jay so he could be a contestant. His brother doing his voice like a ventriloquist, and both moving his limp wrists and then waving his arms over his head as he laughed because it felt funny. 



Linden and I determined Cufe was the winner, for losing his wig, grabbing his bare head and shouting, “My hair!” like a genuine New York City homosexual would. 



“So,” I said when the big contest was over and everyone returned to his seat, “they all went out to that sushi restaurant for Christmas, while Cinderella stayed in the office.” 
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“Ralph didn’t take you?” Cufe asked. 



“He might have,” I said, “but there was this woman in the office, Nellie something-or-other, who was kind of a stick in the mud and she made it her mission to discourage all joy. For days leading up to the big holiday luncheon she found ways she thought were subtle to remind everyone that the office needed to stay open and there had to be coverage and there could be an HR emergency and blah, blah, blah. Someone, an older woman named Heather…and what old woman was ever named Heather?” I asked, 

“cornered her in the kitchen and shouted, ‘HE’S NOT COMING, OK???’” That satisfied our girl, Nellie, who nevertheless complained to Ralph about Heather’s volume.” I took a breath and Jose Juan asked: 



“So, what did you do?” 



“Well,” I began,” I heard about this group called Pink Pistols. It’s an organization, like the National Rifle Association, but for gay men and women who are sick of being bashed and so carry firearms.” 



“Awesome,” said Ephraim. 



“Yeah, they had a website, too.” 



“They had them back then?” asked Cheole. 



“Honey, it wasn’t the bronze age,” I said. “It was amateur and simple, as were they all back then. Just a couple of pages, with stars in the background and little fire things. All one font…” I pictured it and shuddered at how it and all websites looked in the early nineties. “There was merchandise, but you had to write to a P.O. box for it. It was in Ohio, I think. That’s where the woman was who started the group. A very masculine looking lesbian. She put her image on the site when you click on it. All angry and holding up a big…I don’t know, Smith & Wesson or something.” 



“Cool,” said Logan. 



“Yeah, she was a badass. ‘Pink Pistols,’ the page said, ‘Pick on someone your own caliber.’” 



“Cool,” said Cufe, Cheole and Luz, too, I think. 



“Yeah, you could get a bumper sticker, key ring, t-shirt and…are you ready, blank membership cards that you could fill in and then laminate.” 



“Are you serious?” Ephraim asked. 



“Yup. So, as soon as Ralph said that joke about gay guys swinging their arms around in New York, I thought it would be funny to send away for the membership cards. I got one 110 

for everyone in the office, and then all my brothers and sisters, too.” I did. “They came pretty fast, likely because that lesbian in Ohio was so excited to have new members in Orlando, you know?” 



“Uh-huh,” said Logan. I laughed as I realized how excited I was telling the story. At least as much as the Pink Pistols chick. 



“So they came and I hung onto them because I thought I would give them to everyone in the office at Christmas. But then when I was alone in the office I realized I could type in names, which you had to do yourself, and paste in pictures, which you also had to do yourself, and laminate them on the machine we had because, you know, we were an HR 

office.” The kids seemed alarmed at the prehistoricness of it all. “Yeah, no digital pics back then. No downloading pdfs or anything either.” They were all stunned. “I filled out the individual cards on,” I paused, gathering the moral fortitude to say, “a typewriter.” 

Some handful of the kids, or maybe all of them, gasped at the horror of it. Linden laughed and I continued, “I got copies of everyone’s pic from their files, which we had. I had to Xerox them, so they were in black and white and enough with the drama,” Logan and others stifled all further dismay at the antique technology I described. “The laminating took forever and then I had to trim each card but I was just able to do each one by the time the office returned from lunch, which was over two hours.” 



“How did you distribute them?” Linden asked, knowing I stood at the entrance and gave each person his or her card as he walked in. 



“Ralph came through first, kind of tipsy. He encouraged everyone to have as much saki and Japanese beer as he wanted, specifically to spite Nellie.” 



“Ooooo, that must have pissed her off.” 



“Oh yes. And her Pink Pistols card pissed her off even more.” 



“What did she say?” asked Cufe. 



“Nothing,” I said. “And if she had no one would have been able to hear her over all the laughing all the others did as they examined their cards and then pretended to draw on each other. It was hilarious,” I said, laughing as I recalled it. “Everyone was parading around the office, drunk or at least buzzed, holding fake guns in each hand which they waved above their heads like New York homos.” I laughed and then demonstrated. And then the others joined me, recreating my coworkers as they carried on queening out and shooting each other with imaginary pistols, shot and machine guns.” 



“And Nellie?” Linden asked. 



“Oh, she just went into her office and raged quietly.” The kids continued to pretend to be my former coworkers pretending to be gay and shooting each other. 
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“And she was even madder the next day when…” I had almost forgotten the best part and, so, calmed every down. “The next day I got to the office first and I stood at the door and waited for everyone to come in. One by one as they did I said, ‘I need to see some identification, please.’” This made everyone laugh, including Jay, even though no one was tickling him at the time. Had I reached him, somehow, with my Pink Pistols story…? 

“Some of my friends had their IDs in their wallets or purses. One guy, Rick something, said his was in his car and could he get it at lunch. I said, ‘No,” and so he got it, ‘cuz he was cool and thought it was funny that I wouldn’t let him in. A couple had their IDs in their desks and so I asked them where, specifically and made them wait at the door while I went and got them.” 



“Wow!” Cheole said. 



“What happened when Nellie came in?” Luz asked. 



“Oh, that’s the best part,” I paused, for a while, teasing them with my silence until Cufe, Ephraim, Jose Juan and even Linden said: 



“What!!!” 



“Well, Ralph came in before she did and he presented his Pink Pistols identification card as if my request was the most normal thing…HAH!” It was such a great moment. “Then he went in to his office, or pretended to. Instead he hid around a corner and waited for Nellie to show up. When she did I ignored her and didn’t ask for her ID or anything. I mean, it was funny and the boss was all into it and everything, but her annoyed reaction to having gotten the card the day before was as far as I was prepared to go with her.” 



“But Ralph made her show it!” Ephraim shouted. 



“Yup!” I said, and we all cheered for him. “He approached us and said, ‘Christian,’” 

yeah, I said my own name. I was that enthralled with myself. Everyone ignored it except Linden, who said a “Hah!” of his own. “Ralph said, ‘Nellie, I need to see your 

identification.’ She knew exactly what he was talking about and blushed with equal parts embarrassment and rage. She didn’t have it. I knew it, Ralph knew it. She knew we knew it and we knew she knew we knew it.” 



“So what happened?” asked Jose Juan. 



“Ralph told me to make her a replacement. Right in front of her. And she blushed even harder. She opened her mouth to speak couldn’t for spitting nails.” I looked from Luz to Jose Juan. “It’s an expression. It means she was so mad she couldn’t even speak. “I went to my desk, which was right there at the front, and pulled out a blank card, because I had extras. As I stuck it in the typewriter and lined it up and everything, Ralph said, ‘The first replacement is free. After that, it’s fifty cents.’” 



“Fifty cents.” Cufe said, more a statement than a question. 
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“Yeah, and you know what, that’s exactly what she said.” 



“Nellie?” Logan asked. 



“Yeah. She said, ‘Fifty cents?’ ‘Yes,’ said Ralph. ‘These cards don’t grow on trees you know.’ And for some reason, something about the cost or the growing on trees or…I don’t know, made Nellie laugh. Like, she thought it was funny.” 



“Really,” said Cheole and two or three others. 



“Yes! And that made Ralph laugh and I laughed and Nellie continued to laugh.” 



“And so you won her over. With the card?” 



“Ralph won her over by telling her a second replacement was fifty cents. Like, he just didn’t go along with the Pink Pistols membership cards but, like, added to it. And it was funny.” And that’s when Linden, my grand and marvelous husband, pulled a large 

envelope out of someplace and said to everyone, including me: 



“The first replacement is free. But all others after are now a dollar ninety-eight.” We all gasped, or maybe just I did and think everyone else did, too. I mean, I had searched for the Pink Pistols site, twenty years later, and couldn’t find it, and so didn’t make cards myself. Well, Linden had made a similar effort, and when he couldn’t find the site or an image of the original official Pink Pistol membership identification cards, he just designed them. He distributed them to everyone, including Jay, and they looked really good. The contained the original logo, which he was able to find, somehow, digital pics of each of us, a standard font, but a great and official-looking seal. Oh, and “Santa Fe Chapter” was also on it. Everyone looked at his card in awe and then swung fake pistols in the air like the gun-toting homos we all were that day. “Don’t exhaust yourselves,” 

Linden advised us, “our first responsible pink gun ownership lesson is in twenty minutes.” All the kids looked at him for confirmation. His expression said he was serious. 

“Sonny and Anne are going to teach us all how to handle firearms.” The kids mostly reacted with excitement. Luz and Jose Juan looked at each other, nervously. Linden approached them and continued, “We’re going to teach you to defend yourselves. So no one will ever hurt you or anyone you love again.” This gave them a little comfort, but not much. Sonny, Anne and Jaime would explain further, and eventually they would 

understand and appreciate the skill, and not be afraid of guns. 



And, of course, Linden got Pink Pistols ID cards for them, too. Book Club North, Book Club South, Shannon, our new friend Diz Davidson, his wife and hooker mistress, and The Whore of Babylon and little Gladys. Of course. 
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Chapter 10 

BANG 






Stephen Mayfair was as big an internet sensation as the Haridos team. More so, actually, as video of his first, and only, “The Star Spangled Banner” went more viral (viraler?) than highlights from the first and subsequent games. It was compared to that performance Whitney Houston gave of the same song twenty or more years ago. You know, when she wore the track suit and head band and sang it perfectly, respectfully and so joyously that it was marketed as a single? I recall buying it as a cassette single. Remember cassettes? 



Stephen’s national anthem got more hits than the Hairdo’s anything. So good was it and so far and wide had it spread, he was asked to repeat it at every subsequent game, though never by me, Sonny, Shannon or any one of our Santa Fe friends. This is because before any of us, or the media or the mayor or anyone could, he always suggested someone from the opposing team lead it, as a courtesy or something. This was always fine with our guests as there always was a decent singer among them and the schools from which they came often also sent their own bands. 



As gracious as this appeared, Linden and everyone determined it was because he had performed that first time having no idea he would become an online darling and he was afraid his parents would find out where he was and come and claim him. It’s why he pretended to be South African in that documentary. Months had passed since a gazillion people had watched his jaw dropping anthem and no word from Stephen or Alice Butler Fairwind. Still, their son wasn’t taking any chances. 



Stephen’s interest in remaining anonymous didn’t prevent him from joining the choir at his high school. The director was very happy to have him and offered him solos in all his ranges. He always refused, politely, though often his voice would soar above the other singers’. Linden and I attended every one of his concerts hoping he would be featured. 

Only once was he, reluctantly. Apparently the director was a sneaky little fuck and conspired with the rest of the choir to just hum during the second verse of “Silent Night” 

at the holiday pageant. Honestly. The whole group sang the first, in harmony or whatever, and then everyone but Stephen hummed the second. Poor thing, he stumbled over the first measure of his surprise solo. He rallied quickly, though, and wailed on the rest of what had become his special performance. 



He really was grand and, after the show, accepted compliments from every single person in the audience graciously. Then he found the choir director and punched him in the nose, breaking it. 



Love him! 



Stephen got a girlfriend, too. Krista something-or-other. Not a pretty girl, but funny as hell and mature beyond her years. Straight was our boy. No beard or fag hag was our girl. 

Stephen and Krista spent lots of time together and she attended every game. They avoided public displays of affection and never hung out at the pool. They didn’t want to 114 

rub it in Violet’s face, bless their hearts. They did anyway, though, because his motel room was in a large traffic area and their lovemaking wasn’t quiet. Fifteen years old they were and they were gettin’ it on, with condoms Shannon assured me. Though we required Stephen to maintain his room, she threw emptied garbage into the dumpster shortly after he did and one day noticed used condoms among the debris. 



Christmas 2013 and all the Hairdos except for Stephen the lothario wanted to do was see 

“Catching Fire,” the sequel to the “Hunger Games” movie that I deliberately didn’t see because I couldn’t bear to watch all those kids being forced to kill each other for the entertainment of elite adults. I know the book was great and the movie was great and all, but I couldn’t see it, not in the movie theater or on DVD. Linden felt the same way I did. 

We didn’t see the first movie and we didn’t expect to see the second, but the kids begged us. “Have Marjorie take you,” I said to her foster kids. 



“No way,” Logan spoke for all of them. “It’s bad enough we have to live with her.” 



“And she’ll just talk all through the movie,” Cufe added. 



“Majel, can your father take everyone?” I asked her at the pool one afternoon in mid-December. 



“We already saw it,” she said. 



“Shannon?” I found her and asked her. 



“No, Charlie. I read the book, with Violet, and that was enough for both of us.” 



“Anne? Sonny? Jaime? Phil?” They all refused because it was a teeny-bopper movie. 



“You suck,” I said to each one of them, and then agreed to bring the Rawlings boys, Luz and Jose Juan, provided we could find a multi-plex theater that showed something I also wanted to watch. “That way I can leave you in one movie theater and go to another and watch something that appeals to me. Something happy.” That happy movie turned out to be the very unhappy “Dallas Buyers Club.” EEEK. Still, it was nicely done. It brought back my childhood when everyone was terrified of AIDS and people took HZT, which was as damaging as the virus. All this was before the very expensive inhibitor cocktail provided irresponsible gay men the opportunity to bareback, and that’s all I’ll say because I get enraged when I think of guys not minding getting HIV because there’s drugs that prevent its onset. Don’t. Get. Me. Started. 



We went to a matinee on Monday, December 23, 2013. Kinda precise, considering how imprecise I am about dates. There wasn’t a theater in Santa Fe that showed “Catching Fire” at the same time in the same place as something I wanted to see, so we drove to Albuquerque. “Do you want me to go?” Linden asked. “I will if you want.” 
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“No,” I said. “You stay home and…” Well, the deal was he stay home and prepare 

something special for me, the details of which I’ll keep to ourselves. 



“You’re on,” my very excited husband said. We were still awkward, but we had needs. 



The kids and I took the Homefires van. I discovered Luz and Jose Juan hadn’t seen the first movie either, but had heard so much from their American classmates about it that they thought it a good idea to see it, you know, to be conversant. They didn’t say 

“conversant.” Actually, I said it to them, and then explained what it meant, and then encouraged them to use the word in a sentence, which they both did as we drove to Marjorie’s house to get the five Rawlings boys. 



The ride to Albuquerque was no big deal. It never is. A two-lane highway, it was a straight shot, one some people made twice a day, every day to their jobs. It was Christmas week and school was out. We left Santa Fe in enough time to catch a 1:30 

screening of “Catching Fire” and 1:45 “Dallas Buyers Club.” During the trip Logan brought Luz and Jose Juan up to speed on “The Hunger Games” movie, describing it in such rich and thorough detail the two of them, and I, all thought we had seen it by the time we pulled into the multi-plex parking lot. We parked and found the box office. I got on line in front of two very hard looking lesbians I had seen in my rear-view mirror on the drive over. The kids waited elsewhere. I said to them, “Catching Fire?” They smiled, not warmly, and one said: 



“Yes,” in a Spanish accent I figured was Mexican. I smiled back and then it was my turn to purchase our tickets. I paid and took them from the box office girl, nodding once more at the lesbian couple and wondering, for a moment, why they just didn’t see the movie in Santa Fe. I answered my own question, determining they were meeting Albuquerque friends at a gay club afterward. 



I handed out the tickets, all of which were for “Catching Fire,” because Logan’s description of the first movie was so good he made me want to see the second, and I’m not kidding. 



We got no snacks, because I wouldn’t pay for the shit and no one else had any money. 



We went into the theater and watched the movie. Cufe and Cheole left with Jay at one point to change him and hit the boys room themselves. They did so quietly and returned quickly. The movie was good, though I wish I had seen “Dallas Buyers Club” and 

enjoyed Logan’s version of the movie on the way back, so much better a storyteller was he than the author or filmmaker. 



After the movie was over we returned to the van discussing first the film, and then determining where we would eat, as our outings generally included a meal out. “How about we order pizzas, enough for all of us, and the girls,” Violet and her mother, “and Linden?” We all agreed and as I unlocked the car Logan dialed the Santa Fe restaurant which made vegan pizzas on demand. 
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And then the lesbians attacked us. Yeah, it sounds really stupid and kind of funny but it was really extremely scary. Logan and I led the others to the van, discussing the kind of pizzas he would order. Behind us was Ephraim, carrying Jay in a sling. Behind them were Luz and Jose Juan and behind them were Cufe and Cheole. At the same time, the women grabbed the twins and struck them hard with guns, sending them both to the asphalt, in different levels of consciousness. Then they grabbed their targets, Luz and Jose Juan, the kids their parents’ killers had sold and who escaped. They had to die as an example to other kids in slavery is what I heard later, and it’s all so horrible I don’t know what to say further. 



The lezzies grabbed Luz and Jose Juan, both of whom shouted, causing Logan, Ephraim and me to turn around. The women held their targets with one hand and pointed their guns at Ephraim and Logan with the other. Ephraim spun back around and fell to his knees and then stomach, protecting Jay, as I pushed Logan to the ground and rushed the chick who had Jose Juan. She struck me in the face with her gun—AGAIN WITH MY 

FACE!—and I fell to the ground. Then the one who held Luz shot me me through my right lung, which was terrible but even as I grabbed my chest to stop the bleeding I was more concerned about MY FACE! 



As all of us were on the ground, and the killers didn’t want to murder any more kids than they had to, they dragged Luz and Jose Juan to their car, a standard dark blue four door job I can’t describe further because it’s all I could remember of the vehicle I saw through the mirror on the way over. 



Well, Logan was back on his feet before I hit the ground, and as I struggled for air and to remain conscious I noticed him aim a huge fucking gun he was carrying…somewhere, and fire at the dykes. I tried to tell him not to fire, lest he hit our friends, and later learned he only did because the women pushed Luz and Jose Juan ahead of them as they booked away from us to their car. 



Logan missed, thanks to the wig that had shifted on his head when he hit the ground and which he was too busy shooting to right. When the assassins were out of sight he tore off the wig and hurled it to the ground. Then he grabbed the keys out of my hand, shouted for the twins to get to their feet and get out the guns they also carried since joining the Santa Fe chapter of Pink Pistols, and got in the van. Neither Ephraim nor Jay went with Logan, Cufe and Cheole because the former was too busy tearing open my shirt and pressing the latter’s diapers to my chest in order to stop the bleeding. The great thing about his doing this was that he didn’t wait for Logan to tell him to, you know? Like, every other thing he did required Logan’s direction or approval. Not saving me, though! No sooner had the women taken off with our friends than he got to his knees, lifted Jay out of the sling, tore open his diaper bag and got to work. 



Logan peeled out of the parking lot and after the lezzies; this while I was out. I went in and out of consciousness, struggling to breathe, while Ephraim knelt over me, holding twice as many diapers in his two hands over the hole in my chest. Then he rolled me over 117 

just enough to discover the bullet had gone through and out of my body, opening as big a hole in my back. He wadded up Ephraim’s sling, stuck it under me and pushed me back on my back. As he did so he kept saying, “You’re going to be fine, Christian. You’re going to be fine. Keep your eyes open. You have to look at Jay ‘cause I’m busy. Keep looking at Jay, Christian. He’s on my right.” 



“Thank you Ephraim,” I mouthed a few times when I could because I didn’t have breath enough to say it out loud. 



“You’re going to be fine my pink pistol packing pal,” the boy apparently said when I had lost consciousness, and then repeated when I was again alert, because it was too good a line to waste. I admired him for doing that and then, later, admitting he did it. HAH! Who doesn’t love Ephraim! 



Albuquerque Rescue arrived quickly, not the least because they were located three blocks from the movie theater. Some combination of theatergoers contacted them on their cell phones even as they ducked for cover. Ephraim held Jay’s diapers to my chest, pressing hard enough on my body to prevent me from losing blood from either the entry or exit wounds, until two paramedics arrived and took over. He watched them work on me, and only when he was satisfied with their effort did he gather up his brother and find a bench from which he could rest and call Sonny. He would have called Linden but didn’t have his cell phone. He had Sonny’s because he was his coach. He later told me he had Marjorie’s but she would have been useless and annoying. 



So funny, Ephraim was a boy of few words, and usually spoke only after looking at, and receiving approval from, Logan. My getting shot was a milestone for him in that, after saving me from bleeding out he suddenly felt comfortable speaking for himself. And he did a fantastic job of it. The best example of this was when Albuquerque PD arrived and theatergoers pointed him out to them. They asked him what happened and he said, “My name is Ephraim and this is my brother Jay. Our Big Brother,” as in Big Brothers/Big Sisters, “Charlie Cash, got shot by a couple of women he was two-timing. Then they took off in our van, so I couldn’t drive him to the hospital or identify them by their car’s license plate. They came up to us in the parking lot after the movie and started yelling at him and then one of them, Serena. Or Maxine. I forget which one. The prettier one, shot him. Then they stole our van.” 



Yeah, I should have advised you to sit down for that one. I mean, where did that come from? 



The police asked Ephraim if he and Jay were OK and he said yes, that the blood on his hands and arms was mine, only. They asked if there was someone they could call and he said he already called the coach of Homefires Hairdos. They were familiar with the Hairdos and Marjorie, who got enough air time on broadcasts and newspaper articles about the team to be commonly known as the foster mother of half the players. “Can we contact her?” one of the officers asked Ephraim. 
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“Sure, if you want to spend two hours listening to her talk about her life and her health.” 

Thus warned, APD looked after the boys and waited patiently for Sonny. 



Sonny got there quickly. Anne went, too, though she drove separately with Linden and Jaime. On the way they noticed, halfway between the cities, a couple of vehicles that had left the road and had a collision about two hundred yards away. One vehicle was on fire. 

The other was the Homefires van. Anne called Sonny and told him to proceed to the movie theater while they would check it out. He agreed, reluctantly, and only after she reminded him that she and Linden were armed, and so, apparently were Logan and the twins. 



Armed himself and a former police officer, Sonny wanted badly to join Anne and the others to the accident, if only to identify the bodies of the boys. He resisted, knowing he had to check on me and look after Ephraim and Jay, and so he continued. “Don’t hang up,” he said to the former prison guard and warden, whom he knew could handle 

anything. She didn’t, and in less than a minute or maybe two, she said: 



“They’re all alive. They have minor injuries. Some facial lacerations. No broken bones.” 



“The women?” 



“Shot execution style, by Cufe and Cheole. Their bodies are burning inside their car.” 

Sonny told me later he was never more relieved, or proud. I wondered if having killed the people who kidnapped and would have killed Luz and Jose Juan, and then set them on fire inside their car, was sufficiently cathartic for Cufe and Cheole that they wouldn’t feel the desire to harm any more animals. 



Paramedics transported me to Albuquerque General or whatever the hospital was called. 

Police obtained Sonny’s cell phone from Ephraim and called to tell him the hospital location and that they were taking the boys there. “Your boy Ephraim saved his life,” the officer told Sonny, who was even prouder, though he had only taught Ephraim to shoot a gun and not administer first aid. I later said to the old cop: 



“You gave him confidence,” to which he replied: 



“No, Christian, you did.” 



At the hospital Sonny found Ephraim and Jay being cleaned up in the hospital room which I would occupy after surgeons fixed my lung. Though neither the man nor the boy were huggers, they hugged. Sonny hugged Jay, who was a big hugger. They thanked the nurse and asked for a bit of privacy. When she left the room Ephraim explained, in more detail than he had time to do on the phone, what had happened. Then they reviewed their story. Charlie Cash took Jay and him to the movies. Then, in the parking lot, a couple of Charlie’s girlfriends, who had been stalking him, approached and one of them shot him. 

Then they stole his van and left. “Have the cops asked you to describe the women?” 

Sonny asked. Ephraim said: 
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“Yeah, I said one looked like Christina Aguilera and the other looked like Selena Gomez.” Sonny was so thrilled he gave Ephraim another hug. 



Back in the desert, Jaime took charge of Luz and Jose Juan who, far from being 

traumatized by their kidnapping, the chase, the crash and the execution of the murderous lesbians, seemed released by it. They hugged their friend and talked and talked about it as if it were a grand adventure rather than something frightening and horrible. Logan told Linden who told me that brother and sister fought the women the whole way. They had bruises all over their bodies, including and especially their faces, and both lost teeth, “But they gave as much as they got,” Logan said. “Cufe and Cheole didn’t even need to shoot them, they were so banged up they would probably have died from their injuries,” which included hitting the dashboard and windshield a couple of times each. “They really had no idea who they were fucking with.” 



“You don’t fuck with a Homefire Hairdo,” Linden told me he responded. 



“Fuck no!” Logan said, and then burst out laughing, as much from the joke as a reaction to the stress of everything. 



Sonny called Anne and communicated the story Ephraim told police. “Christian Aguilera and Selena Gomez,” she said to everyone. This made Cufe, Cheole, Luz and Jose Juan laugh and Logan laugh harder. 



“Af if,” Cheole said between guffaws. Anne said to Linden and Jaime: 



“We have to get rid of the van.” Jaime said: 



“We have to get rid of Luz and Jose Juan,” because the drug and child slavery people would send someone else to kill them. Linden said to Jaime, quickly: 



“Drive them to Honey Bunches of Oats and tell them Christian sent you.” He and Anne gave him what cash and credit cards they had and then Anne said, to everyone: 



“The people who sent these women to kill Luz and Jose Juan will send other people when they find out they failed.” To them, “You have to go.” Their excitement turned to fear and sadness. “Jaime’s going with you. He’s going to take you to a safe place on the other side of the country.” They looked from Anne to Jaime, who smiled at them, and they were OK again. 



“Have you ever seen snow?” he asked and their faces lit up. “Say goodbye to your friends,” he told his kids, because they were his. Then he hugged Anne and Linden and asked them to say goodbye to the rest of the Sea Grass Book Club, Grady’s parents and Shannon. He said goodbye to the kids, quickly, and then hustled Luz and Jose Juan into the van, which still ran in spite of having collided with the lesbian assassins’ car, twice. 

Linden said: 
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“The police are going to be looking for the van. Ephraim said the girlfriend’s took it.” 

Anne: 



“We follow Jaime into the city. He abandons the van and takes my car to Maine. Then we call Phil and he comes and gets us.” It’s what they did. They found a grubby parking lot in a grubby area of Albuquerque to switch cars. Before pulling back onto the highway in Anne’s, Jaime rolled down his window and said to the warden who looked after him in prison and who arranged for his escape, “Thank you.” She could only nod because she was crying too hard to speak. 



Well, as if all that wasn’t sufficiently clever and interesting, Linden called Kitty to tell her about the shooting and related drama. She told Terry and the Manns, including Dr. 

Mark Mann, who happened to be visiting his brother and parents. Now, Mark Mann 

turned out to be really cool and everything and joined his family, Terry and Kitty in looking after Mexico City’s homeless pet population, and homeless human population, too. Reconciling with his family and moving to Mexico was a big deal, but he did it after the Book Club escaped from prison and crossed the border, established new identities and lived a fugitives. He didn’t get to enjoy that or be on television like his parents in that episode of “An Elite Force.” He only enjoyed hearing about their adventure and Kitty rescuing her aunt and cousins in Texas and being arrested in Tell Tale and then rescued by Ann Richards. In addition, as a young man it was his brother and parents who had all the fun: going to that prom as those wallflowers’ gay dates, locking the Junior League of Boca Raton inside a basement and substituting the models at that high society fashion show, playing each other at the mystery bed & breakfast…He had been left out of so much action, and while he had become nice and gotten over his anger at having been a fourth wheel in his family he still wished to be part of some great scheme he could enjoy and tell his friends about later. 



Well, so, Mark Mann heard I was in the hospital getting surgery he and his Dad, being surgeons, were confident I’d survive. “He’s going to make the news,” Grady said to his brother, their parents, my cousin and Terry. 



“He’ll be busted,” Terry said. They all looked at each other as a plan formed, unspoken, among them. 



“We all looked at each other,” Grady told me later, “and then we all looked at Mark,” the only one who wasn’t wanted by law enforcement. “Christian, I’ve never seen anyone more excited about anything.” 



So, Grady and Mark got into one of their cars and booked it to Albuquerque as fast as they could. They arrived…I don’t know… that night? The next day? I’m bad with time, especially when I get shot and undergo hours of surgery. They drove straight through and arrived at the hospital and the room where I was recovering. Sonny was still there, but Ephraim and Jay went back to Santa Fe with Phil, Logan, Cufe and Cheole, and Linden. 
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Linden wanted to stay with me, but Sonny and I were conspicuous enough a couple of fugitives in that hospital. His presence would have made our being identified even greater. 



Fellow fugitive Grady Mann dropped his brother off two blocks from the hospital. Mark went inside, slipped past the volunteers at the front desk and into a supply closet where he obtained the bandages in which he knew I would be covered after my surgery, and a pair of scrubs. He found my room and, instead of saying “Hay” or asking me how I was, said, “This is the plan.” Mark got out of his clothes and carefully removed my hospital gown from me. As carefully, he helped me into his clothes and then led me into the bathroom of my private room. Sonny helped Mark, whose brother had given him a 

haircut at a rest stop so it would looked similar to mine, bandage his chest and face exactly as mine was. That my imposter was a surgeon was the best thing that ever happened because he looked after me properly and wrapped himself up perfectly. Then he got in my hospital bed. 



Confident Dr. Mark Mann looked as much like me as possible, Sonny stuck his head into the bathroom, where I sat as comfortably as I could behind the shower’s curtain, and said, 

“You good?” I gave him a thumbs up with my left hand and he left the room in search of some combination of reporters who were lurking about trying to get an interview with the two-timing bastard who got shot by women who looked like pop singers who then fled in his van which they abandoned it in a grubby parking lot, never to be seen again. 



Sonny led a handful of reporters into my hospital room, keeping an eye on the bathroom door lest one of them try to open it. Following them came a couple of nurses, a doctor and an administrator who told them they could not stay, that Mr. Cash was recovering and needed rest. As me, Mark Mann said, “I would like to make a statement to the press,” 

to the group. The doctor said he couldn’t do it there as all the bodies and activity, which increased as word in the local media got out that I was holding a press conference, got 

‘round, was disruptive and could spread infection and blah, blah, blah. 



The reporters were led to a common area on a different floor, while a nurse produced a wheelchair. She and the doctor made an effort to check my dressings, but Mark rebuffed them both, saying, “I don’t like to be touched!” Above his head Sonny said: 



“I think he’s suffering from PTSD. You better leave him be, at least for now.” They did. 



Sonny pushed Mark out of the room into an elevator and to the common room which had sofas and coffee tables. Sonny pushed the fake patient into a corner and then stood next to but in front of him so the reporters and camera people couldn’t get all in his mostly bandaged face. They all took pics, recorded video and shouted questions at him. In spite of the distance Sonny put between the press and the fake Charlie Cash, he was aware that every lens had a zoom, and so stepped completely between them, apparently whispering encouragement to his friend who had come so close to death. Thus interfering with everyone’s view made it less likely for hospital staff to realize, as they watched news reports on TV and online, Mark wasn’t the man on whom they operated for hours. 
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“Who were the women who shot you?” one reporter asked. “How many women are you 

seeing now?” asked another. “Has any other woman shot you in the past?” a third wanted to know. “Are you afraid they’re going to come back and finish the job?” “Have you learned your lesson or do you plan to betray more women?” “Have you engaged in three-ways with any of your girlfriends?” The inquiries were so trite and Mark ignored all of them. Instead he held his left hand up in order to silence everyone and then he said, peering around Sonny: 



“I’m ashamed to say that while I recognized the women who attacked me in front of my Little Brothers, one of whom is physically and mentally disabled, I do not remember their names.” Shouts, cheekier inquiries, drama…Mark held his hand up again. “I can only tell you one of them looked like Christina Aguilera and the other like Selena Gomez.” Bless his heart, Mark knew who Aguilera was but had to be told about Gomez. 



“Which one pistol whipped you and which one shot you?” one reporter shouted above all the others. His question shut everyone up as they all listened patiently for the answer. 

“Christina Aguilera hit me with the gun and then Celine…” he couldn’t remember Selena Gomez’ name for a moment and so said, “Dion took it from her and shot me.” His 

mentioning the Canadian Diva caused a further explosion of drama and questions from the media who were there. Elsewhere on the planet, reporters and photographers searched out and found Aguilera, Gomez and Dion and asked them what they thought of their doppelgangers shooting that rogue, if they had ever shot anyone and even what were they doing at the time of the shooting. 



Mark held up his hand a final time and said, “I regret having betrayed those women. I forgive them for shooting me. I don’t forgive them for shooting me in front of my Little Brothers Ephraim and Jay, though I’m also glad they did as it was Ephraim who saved my life, packing my wounds with his brother’s diapers and keeping me conscious. He and his brother Jay are amazing boys. Please consider being a Big Brother/Big Sister or a foster parent to needy children, and always consider adoption.” That was it. Sonny knew it and so got between Mark Mann and the camera lenses for a final time. 



“Mr. Cash is very tired and must return to his room. Thank you very much for your kind attention.” A couple of administrators, three orderlies and some other staff proceeded to clear the room and building of the reporters, leaving Sonny free to wheel Mark into an elevator, alone. When the doors shut he stood up, pulled the scrubs from under his gown, and changed into them in time for the doors to open on the next floor. Mark and Sonny exited the elevator and found a staircase. Sonny went down to the ground floor and exited the building through the front doors. Mark went down one flight, crossed whatever floor he was on to another set of stairs, and took them to the first floor. He found the emergency room and exited the building through its doors. 



My friends met me and Grady at a Starbucks, from which we had watched the press conference live on Grady’s tablet or whatever device he had. I was in bad enough shape, having left the hospital too soon. All the laughing I did throughout Mark’s interview, 123 

especially when he mixed up Selena Gomez with Celine Dion, popped my stitches. As I bled through Mark Mann’s shirt he looked from me to his brother to the hospital, back into which he considered taking me. Grady also noticed my bleeding and read his brother’s expression. The vet reminded the surgeon of the medical supplies they brought with them. Mark considered them, looked at me again and said, “Let’s go.” 



Dr. Mark Mann patched me back up in the back seat of Grady’s Ford(?) sedan while he drove and Sonny called Anne to get an update. She advised him Jaime, Luz and Jose Juan were on their way to Maine and Phil was driving the rest of them back to Homefires. “We saw the press conference. Mark did a good job.” She handed the phone to Linden who asked: 



“How’s Christian.” Not Charlie. Christian. In front of everyone After what we had been through, it seemed silly to maintain the fantasy they all knew was false. 



“He’s fine,” Sonny lied. 



“You’re lying,” Linden said. Mark either heard him or knew how he responded to 

Sonny’s lie and, so, shouted: 



“He’ll be fine, Linden,” as he stitched my back up in the back. That satisfied my husband and the call ended. Sonny told us about Jaime and his kids and where they were going and I began to cry. For missing them, for what they all had suffered, for how they found each other and for how happy they would be living with George Mayne and the motley crew in the Kingdom Come mansion he named after our late Peke. 



I cried the rest of the way to Santa Fe, for the trauma my body had endured, how close I came to dying and how it all made me miss my family, including and above all Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. 
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Chapter 11 

Poolside at Homefires 




I didn’t even want to see that movie, I said to myself and others no more than a dozen times, ‘cuz it got old even before then. Twice it was to Mark Mann, the heart surgeon who, while sympathetic, couldn’t help but enjoy reviewing his role in protecting my identity and busting me out of the Albuquerque hospital. I was glad for him and didn’t begrudge his joy at having had a whack-a-doodle good time pretending to be Charlie Cash. Even if I did, he took such good care of me post-op, in the car back to Santa Fe and for the two weeks that followed, I would have tolerated anything from him. 



I spent that time back on the chaise lounge at the piece of shit pool in the middle of the piece of shit parking lot of piece of shit Homefires. I cried a lot out there, and in bed with Linden. Getting shot is no picnic. There’s the pain and damage to your body. There’s the knowledge of how close you have come to death. There’s also an element of distress at knowing someone wanted you dead and did what she needed to do to see it done. I mean, it wasn’t personal, but still. I was surprised at how it affected me. I told this to Linden one night in bed and he said, over The Whore of Babylon and Gladys, “Christian, if she wanted you dead you would have been dead. Her target was Luz and Jose Juan. She had to incapacitate you to get them.” 



“It’s a pity she wasn’t satisfied with smashing her gun against my face,” I said. “That would have been enough.” It wouldn’t have, my husband and I both knew. I would have gotten up. Neither of us articulated that, though. 



My face, had been bashed for the umpteenth time and, compared to the hole that went through my chest, it seemed a pinprick. I also said to Linden, “I can’t believe how worked up I used to get over having my face bashed in.” Then I laughed really hard even though it made my chest hurt really bad. 



One day while my husband, our dogs and my personal physician, Dr. Mark Mann, 

relaxed by the pool the doctor brought up something Linden, me and some combination of Sea Grass Book Club members had discussed. “Didn’t that movie-plex have parking lot cameras? And didn’t they give them to the police?” Neither of us responded right away, and Mark continued, “It would have shown that the assassins didn’t look like hot pop singers, for one.” 



“I never thought of Celine Dion as hot,” cheeky Linden said, causing me to laugh and my chest to hurt. Mark was a good sport and laughed, too. When he finished he went on: 



“The video would have shown seven kids instead of two. And two of them would be shown being kidnapped. Where’s that footage? Why aren’t the police or the feds or someone up your asses about that?” Linden and I shared a look. I was too tired and in pain from laughing to explain, so my husband said: 
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“Mark, there’s an FBI agent who has become a friend, of sorts, to Christian and me. We met in Bismark a few years ago and have had…annual?” I nodded. “Steady but 

infrequent contact since.” 



“He knows you’re here?” he asked. 



“Yes,” I said. “He said he and the FBI brass know we’re innocent,” I smiled and so did Mark, “of the big stuff, and so has let us remain here unbothered.” I breathed heavily. 

Linden finished: 



“The deal is we keep a low profile…away from cameras and off the internet…” 



“And away from Orlando,” I said, finding it very important to do so. Linden nodded. 



“We remain hidden and quiet and we stay out of federal prison.” Mark nodded. 



“So you think this guy got the security footage?” he asked. 



“Yes,” Linden said. “If there was any, he got it.” 



“I think it’s why the lesbians’ burning bodies haven’t made news,” I offered. Mark nodded and Linden did, too. “The feds or Homeland Security or someone took the tape, cleaned up the accident and left well enough alone.” Mark considered this and said: 



“That’s good. No reason to make a fuss. The killers got theirs and the kids are safe.” He paused. “It’s good.” He thought about something else and smiled, hard. I indulged him by asking, not for the first time: 



“How did you keep a straight face after you realized you said one of the assassins looked like Celine Dion?” I laughed again, in spite of the pain. Mark grinned hard, appreciating my bringing up his triumphant and hugely funny role as Charlie “Casanova” Cash. Then he looked at me and asked: 



“Where did you get the strength to walk out of that hospital?” I didn’t reply. I didn’t look at him or Linden. I didn’t say a thing. Mark continued, “That hole was bigger than I thought, Christian. I don’t know what…missile Celine was packing, but it nearly tore up your entire torso.” 



“Oh, God,” Linden said, because my injury bothered him like nothing else ever had, my poor husband. 



“They did a good job fixing you up, Christian. They did. But I know how you must have felt, and what you risked.” He paused. “The footage I want to see is of you finding the strength to casually walk out of that hospital and across the street to the coffee shop.” I again said nothing, and while Mark didn’t press me, verbally, he did stare, waiting for a response. I finally said, my eyes darting from him to Linden to the pool: 
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“I thought of the two kids Linden and I left in Orlando, who needed me alive and not in jail, and to whom I would return when the statute of limitations on kidnapping Ellie Beckett expires.” Linden said nothing, I said nothing further and Mark asked no more questions. Instead, we closed our eyes and enjoyed the sunshine. 







Linden took care of me and Dr. Mark Mann took care of me and Shannon took care of me and Violet hung out with me and everyone was all about my health and comfort except The Whore of Babylon who remained all about her next tummy rub. I actually think she was thrilled with my injury in that the more people who waited on me meant the more people who waited on her. 



Shannon Gros, the Homefires housekeeper, was a good, steady gal who looked after her daughter and indulged me, Linden and everyone’s fake identities. She kept the place tidy and accepted our computer and the braces Linden and I arranged for her daughter. She was glad to be the spokesmother for the Homefires Hairdos. She pretty much rolled with everything. She did, however, approach me during my convalescence. At the pool, of course, she waited until I was alone—no Linden, even. She took a chair next to me and said, “Is my daughter in danger here, Christian?” I didn’t expect her inquiry, though it made perfect sense after she made it. Very seriously I replied: 



“I don’t think so.” This didn’t satisfy her and shouldn’t have, and so I said, “The women were after Luz and Jose Juan.” She knew this and knew why. “No criminal or gang is after me and Linden. They’re not after Sonny, Anne or Phil, either. Or Kitty or anyone in Mexico City.” 



“Who are you hiding from?” she asked, calmly. 



“The FBI, about Ellie Beckett.” She had already done her research when she figured out who I was. 



“Anyone else?” 



“Todd Beckett?” I offered. “I don’t think he knows where to find me, though.” She nodded. “His beef is with me and Linden, only.” She nodded again. “He knows we’re formidable, though. And that we know about Laurel. The feds are as aware of him as they are Linden and me. They know who among us is guilty. I don’t think he’ll bother us.” 



“And Anne and Sonny?” She used their first names, too. 



“I don’t think the Florida Department of Law Enforcement is after them.” Shannon didn’t nod, but didn’t speak right away. When she did she said: 
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“Did you help Anne break the others…Terry and Grady. And Jaime. And Phil, out of Sea Grass?” 



“Yes,” I said. She nodded again. We were both quiet and then Shannon said: 



“I want to stay here. I like it here. Violet does, too. Are we safe?” 



“I think so,” I said. Then I continued, “Given what you’ve learned about us, do you think you are?” My question surprised her, but she didn’t react beyond a brief widening of her eyes. She thought about it a long time before answering. When she did she said: 



“Yes.” Then, because she was cool and I had given her the information she needed, honestly and without drama, she lightened our chat by telling me, “I would feel much safer if Cufe, Cheole and Logan lived here, with the concealed pistols they seem to carry.” 



“How about that?” I said. She smiled and nodded, then shook her head, then nodded again and said: 



“I’m glad Violet knows how to handle a gun.” She let that sink in, to me and herself, and then added, “I don’t think we’ll get one, but I’m glad to know she knows how to use one.” 



“Shannon,” I said, “as many people here now who also know how, and who 

carry…you’re covered.” The motel’s housekeeper, my friend…my very tall friend 

Shannon Gros smiled at me. Her eyes went from mine to the rest of my face, which was bruised and sported fresh lacerations—nothing it hasn’t already endured, multiple times—to my chest. Then she leaned over and took my left hand in both of hers and said: 



“Oh, Christian, you’re so very brave,” as if I were braver than she. I put my right hand over both of hers and we remained holding onto each other that way for a little while during which I said: 



“It’s my maternal instinct. Something we share, Shannon Gros.” She smiled and fought a few tears unsuccessfully. Then The Whore of Babylon roused herself from the nap she was taking on the other side of my chaise and marched over to Shannon’s chair, 

demanding rubbies. And she got ‘em, for a good twenty minutes. Then my friend went back to work. 



Later that day, Violet came out to the pool with a new book. I asked her what it was and she said “‘The Sweetness at the Bottom of the Pie,’ by Alan Bradley. It’s about an eleven year old girl named Flavia De Luce. In England in 1950. She lives in a big estate and loves chemistry and solves murders in the community. It’s really good and very funny. I think it’s a series.” 



“It sounds like I’ll have to get Phil to pick one up for me downtown,” I said. 
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“I’ll be done in a couple of days,” Violet said. “Then you can read my copy.” 



“OK. Thanks.” I looked past my young friend and saw Majel approach, holding a 

backpack that contained, among other things, an electronic ipad or whatever they are. She had heard our conversation and said, as she entered the pool gate: 



“Or…” Majel stopped there and took her backpack off and opened it. She reached in an pulled out a wrapped gift. “You can read it now.” I didn’t get it. I’m so dense sometimes. 

Majel smiled, which she didn’t often do, approached me and handed me the gift. I didn’t know what day it was but it was well after Christmas. Maybe it was Hanukah. Was Majel Jewish? I examined the…OMG it was an ipad. 



“Is this for me?” I asked. 



“It’s not for Gladys,” said my cheeky friend. I opened the package and saw that, yes, it was an ipad. “You can download that book and start it in five minutes. 



“Really?” I said. Modern technology! It was catching up to me. “Majel, I don’t know what to say. And why?” It wasn’t the classiest question. She forgave me and said: 



“It’s from my Dad, really, ‘cause I can’t afford it. For making the baseball team and putting me on it even though I suck.” She laughed and Violet said: 



“I guess I owe you one, too.” They both laughed. Were they friends? I guess they were, though the way Majel looked over her shoulder at Violet suggested she would always carry a torch for her. 



“And for not taking me to the movies that day.” 



“Hah!” I said. Her cheek rose to new heights, and so did my respect for her. “Thank you, Majel. And please thank you father for me, too.” I considered and said, “Give me your phone and I’ll send him a text.” I remembered I was from Rowaneck and said. “No, I’ll send him a card.” Majel’s expression told me she thought that was fine. Then she said: 



“You’re welcome, Charlie.” Charlie. Hmmm. We were past Charlie, and so I said: 



“Girls, you need to call me Christian.” 







Stephen Fairwind also found me alone, though The Whore of Babylon was awake when he came inside the patio and so demanded, and got, instant love. I had seen him since my injury, though not for any length of time. He expressed his concern for me and Luz and Jose Juan. “The bodies, in the burning car in the desert?” he asked two or three days into 129 

my poolside recovery. Sonny happened to be with us and responded with a brief nod. He didn’t bring the subject up again. 



When Stephen did approach me, to talk with me privately, again even of Linden, it was to say, “My parents contacted me, through the school.” 



“Oh?” I said, more calm than I felt. This news was less exciting than my nearly being killed by the Mexican lezzie assassins, but it was still interesting. 



“They saw my ‘Star Spangled Banner’ online months ago.” I had been afraid of that and so had he. “I wore a wig but sang as a man, or boy, unlike my number at the Denver pageant. And so they didn’t realize it was me.” I thought that was incorrect, that they realized right away it was him but pretended they hadn’t. I thought it and then said it. 

Stephen sighed and then agreed. “Then they saw my ‘O Holy Night,’” which had also gone viral, it was that good. “I sang as Stephen, and not Stephanie. Without a wig…Me.” 

I nodded. “They couldn’t deny it to themselves or each other. They felt like they had to contact me, I guess.” He was quiet. He was not happy about Stephen Sr. and Alice Fairwind coming back into his life. He wasn’t happy about a lot of things. 



“I came to you, seeking shelter, under false pretences, Christian. I know that bothered you and it should have. I was angry at my parents, and concerned about their long-term reaction to my pageant-winning alter-ego.” A beat, and then two or three more. “I was never scared, though. Of them. I was never in danger. And I was formidable enough then, and now, to tolerate any punishment or restrictions or anything they would have made on me had I stuck around.” This was good…Stephen got it. He confirmed everything I thought, and expressed regret over it. “They want to reconcile,” he said. “They want me to come live with them.” 



“Where are they?” I asked. 



“Baltimore.” I nodded. 



“Are you going to go there?” My young friend smiled for the first time since he sat down and I knew the answer. It was: 



“No. They’re coming here.” I smiled back and said: 



“I see.” Stephen nodded and both eyes twinkled. 



“They’ve been dragging me around the country long enough.” He paused and became momentarily grave. “I didn’t mind because when we moved they actually paid attention to me.” Oooooo. “Whenever we settled into a new place, he would work and she would get online and I could have been on the moon for all they knew.” 



“Or on a runway,” I couldn’t help but add. Stephen smiled and nodded, appreciating the remark. 



130 



“And they wouldn’t think of me until it was time to go someplace else.” I nodded. We were quiet for a minute and then he got all grave again. “Do you know Christian, one time…I don’t remember where we were. There might have been snow, though…” He 

shook his head as the location didn’t matter. A couple of more beats during which I became very interested to know what he was going to say. Stephen got a bit choked up, which he so far hadn’t since I met him, and then he said, finally, “Christian, there was this one time when I showed up at the dinner kitchen table at which my mother was sitting, eating something she had made herself for dinner and reading something on some internet website and…” And? He paused again, screwed up his face, apparently fighting real tears, “and…” he paused again and I waited patiently for several more moments. 

“Christian, she looked at me as I approached her, hungry and expecting to join her for dinner, and she had to think…she actually had to think about what my name was. Like I meant so little to her, you know. But for baggage or household items that required moving whenever she and her husband went to another city for another of his jobs, I meant nothing to her.” He lost it then, Stephen did, and through sobs said, and it was very painful to hear. “My mother couldn’t remember my name, even though it was also her husband’s name.” Hearing that from him made my chest hurt almost as much as it had after Selena or Celine or whatever-her-name-was put a big, fat bullet into it. 



Stephen continued to cry, and I forgave him, fully, for the deceit that brought him to me months before. He sat next to me, his right hand scratching The Whore of Babylon throughout our visit. Like Shannon, and me, Stephen Fairwind Jr. wasn’t demonstrative. 

Indeed, it was I who initiated a hug. A careful one because of my wound.  He accepted it, moving his chair closer to my chaise and putting his arms around me as gently as I embraced him. 



Sensing the gravity of the moment, The Whore of Babylon let us be, and I loved her more than I thought possible for it. 







The Rawlings Boys continued to visit Homefires after school and on weekends. Sonny and Phil became the official coach and assistant coach of the Hairdos, which practiced several times a week and had at least one game a weekend. Though Stephen had found friends at school, and a girlfriend, he continued to pitch for the team and never missed a practice or game. His girlfriend Krista often came and watched, then when Luz and Jose Juan left she offered to play. The Hairdos were still a player down, but I wasn’t concerned. I knew another kid would appear who needed to be on the team, and he or she would. 



The Hairdo media mania was fierce but brief. It got a minor bump when Ephraim, its catcher, and his little brother made news when their Big Brother, a man not involved with the team, was shot by a couple of exes in Albuquerque, but the mania around that was milder and briefer. 
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The fewer spectators, and cameras, made attending practices and games safer for Linden and me, and I would have gone to each if it still didn’t hurt so much to move and breathe. 

The boys came to see me, though, after practice or before, or after a game to describe its highlights. 



I loved all the Rawlings boys, equally, though I continued to regard Cufe and Cheole with anxiety and suspicion. Logan shared no more stories of animal abuse, and I was sure he would if any happened. And I knew he was vigilant. Every day I saw the five of them and Logan made no mention of cats or other animals being set on fire I was a little relieved. I was never fully comfortable with them, though, after seeing videos of cat torture online and reading about kids who did it. I continued to read about human serial killers who killed animals as kids. I never saw a cat without thinking about Madeline. I never saw a flame without thinking of the twins deliberately setting Madeline on fire. 

And on…and on… 



Basically, I needed to address the issue with Cufe and Cheole directly. Linden told me that as I continued to bring it up, even after I got shot. 



The Saturday between Christmas and New Year’s, Marjorie dropped the five of them off for a game. They were playing an adult gay softball team from West Hollywood. That city had it’s own gay league and a bunch of the players combined an away game with the Hairdos with a holiday vacation in New Mexico. And let me tell you about their wigs… 



So Marjorie dropped the boys off and, afraid she would enter the patio to see how I was and then start talking about her ropy varicose veins before I had a chance to respond, I pretended I was asleep. Logan, always on the ball, told me later he advised her that I wasn’t sleeping at night for the nightmares of my near murder, and that any sleep I got needed not to be interrupted and see you later. 



LOVE HIM! 



When Marjorie drove away I miraculously woke up. The boys approached the pool area to say hi but didn’t come in the gate. They would after the game, for sodas and a visit. I couldn’t wait until then to speak to the twins. I rarely, if ever, saw them alone and so said to Logan, “Would you, Ephraim and Jay hit the field.” To Cufe and Cheole, “Would you come inside for a minute?” Without a word, everyone did as I said. 



Cufe and Cheole took a chaise and chair on either side of me. They knew what was coming and waited patiently for it. I knew they knew what was coming and so instead of a long preamble about how terrible their suffering has been and a bunch of other unnecessary nonsense, I just said, “If you boys set another cat on fire, or hurt any other animal, I will kill you.” For their awareness of the point of our visit, I don’t think they expected me to cut to the chase as quickly as I did, and so were unprepared to respond. 

“I’ve killed before, boys, and while I love you.” I looked at each. “I love you Cufe and I love you Cheole.” That was its own sentence. No buts in it. It stood alone. I continued, “I 132 

love you but if you harm another animal, for whatever reason, I will kill you and it will hurt.” I looked from one to the other, and then one to the other again. Cufe said: 



“OK.” No apology. No explanation or excuse. No tears. Cheole: 



“OK, Charlie.” 



“Boys,” I said, changing the subject, because it was covered, “you need to call me Christian.” 



Oh, and speaking of the Rawlings boys, Ephraim and Sonny seemed to bond over the whole Christian-got-shot thing. Something about the way Ephraim reacted, to everything that day, impressed the coach and former cop. The first thing he did was hit the ground, shielding Jay with his body. Then he tore my shirt open and stuffed diapers in my wound, stopping the bleeding, to the extent he could, from the holes in my chest and back. As impressive, and even more, I think, at least to me, was the story he told the police. 

Essentially, Ephraim said, “Charlie took me and Jay, only, to the movies, and two girlfriends he betrayed shot him in the parking lot and stole our van so I couldn’t drive him to the hospital.” Wow. This was the boy who couldn’t answer a simple question from me without Logan’s approval or assurance. 



I don’t recall Sonny, or Anne, showing any more interest in Ephraim or Jay than he had in Logan or the twins. Not until that exciting day. I mentioned it to Linden, who said, 

“Luz and Jose Juan are gone and Stephen will live with his parents when they move here. 

He probably wants some kids around. Who’s going to adopt Ephraim and Jay? Separately or together?” No one, I knew. 



“But Cufe and Cheole?” I asked why Sonny had no interest in them. 



“They’re older. In a few years they’ll be adults. Jay will always be a child.” 



“And Logan?” I knew the answer but enjoyed hearing my husband say: 



“Who would look after Marjorie, and the future foster children she gets?” 



Long story short, Sonny and Anne made arrangements to foster Ephraim and Jay at Homefires. This required an evaluation and background check. They passed easily, because the person from whom they bought their identities gave them a long cyber paper trail that was thorough and without blemish. Ephraim and Jay were very glad to move in to the room Luz and Jose Juan had occupied. The following Spring Sonny and Anne got married and legally adopted the boys, whose names became Ephraim Finn-Tentier and Jay Finn-Tentier, though their hyphenated names were actually the fake new names they bought when they escaped Sea Grass. 



Phil was Sonny’s best man and I was Anne’s maid of honor. OK, I’m exaggerating. The two of them actually married in the courthouse and Phil and I were witnesses. The two of 133 

them promised me one day they would have a big lavish ceremony, during which I could be a proper maid of honor and wear an expensive dress and killer heels. And the Homefires Hairdo wig of my choice. 







Christmas 2013 Linden and my gift to Logan was attending Marjorie Rawlings’ annual New Year’s Day open house cookie and cocktail party. “EEEEK!” I said when he told me about it. We were by the pool…what a surprise(!). 



“Every year she does it and every year only homeless people in the neighborhood come,” 

he said. 



“There’s nothing wrong with that,” I said. “I think it’s sweet, actually.” 



“But Christian,” my frustrated little friend explained, “She doesn’t invite them. They just show up…well, mostly because I tell them to because otherwise no one would come.” 

Did I mention he began wearing his blond hair in the same kind of pigtails like the wig he abandoned in the movie theater parking lot? 



“Who does she invite?” I asked, though I was afraid of the answer. 



“Oh, the mayor and city council…” Logan began, and then listed all kinds of Santa Fe movers and shakers. Among them, of course, was the councilor, or commissioner, I think she insisted, who said, “Whatever Jerry Sandusky shit that gets you off is fine with me, but if you’re going to fuck burned boys in my city you’re going to have to pay me to do it.” Carla Alvarez. She survived both my and Jaime Washington’s attempt to drown her. I would have to try again. “The only people on the list who go are our social workers. They use the party to do their updated evaluations, though.” 



“Hah!” Logan smiled at my exclamation, but still whined: 



“Mine, the twins’ and Ephraim and Jay’s. They go around the house with their 

clipboards, drinking eggnog and eating gingerbread men she got half price after Christmas.” 



“Hah!” I said again. 



“Christian, you and Linden have to come. Please. And Sonny and everyone?” I 

considered it. I actually made a big, long show of considering it, pretending my bullet wound still gave me pain, which it actually totally still did and would forever. My expression of pain made Logan shout: 



“Hah! You’re gonna go.” 
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“Cheek, cheek, cheek!” I said. Then forgave him. “Linden and I will go and listen to Marjorie go on and on describing every husband and boyfriend she ever had and every illness she ever got.” 



“Oh my God, Christian. That’s just what she does!” and we both shouted: 



“Hah!” 







Christmas Day, 2013, was a Wednesday and was the day I escaped from the Albuquerque hospital wearing Mark Mann’s clothing. So much was going on that day that I didn’t even realize it was the holiday. It was our first away from the Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia since they were born. My dam of denial about missing them as much as I did—the one that hurt Linden, who should have recognized it but was in too much pain himself—

broke as I lay in the backseat of Grady Mann’s car while his brother performed what amounted to a second surgery on me. Since then I couldn’t think of our children, whose every smile burp and fart gave me unbelievable joy when they were infants, and 

continued to do so up until and including the very last day I saw them. 



Imagine, then, my joy…mine and Linden’s unbelievable joy, when FBI agent Everett Jones knocked on our door on Thursday, December 26, when he knew I was back at 

Homefires, with the best gift we ever got. “Happy Christmas, fellas,” he said, handing me a flash drive. “Thanks for that ‘Charlie Cash’ press conference at the hospital. It made things much easier for us at the bureau.” 



Jones booked out of the motel before I could thank him for his gift, because he knew what was on it and he knew that if he stuck around for Linden and me to watch the forty-five minute videotape Olivier, Kristen, Grayson, Blinka and Garrett made of Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, at that great and wonderful man Everett Jones’ suggestion, I would have hugged him so hard we both would have needed hospitalization. 



Words fail me as I when I try to describe how happy Linden and I were to watch that tape, over and over. They fail me. 



This gift from Everett Jones would be a great way to end. Christmas. The most thoughtful of gifts. People having some growth. Jamie and his kids living like kings in Maine…One more interesting thing happened as I relaxed by the pool on a chaise lounge, still recovering. Two days after Christmas. Or three. That weekend maybe. No, it was after New Year’s ‘cuz it was after Marjorie’s pitiful open house. Yikes, when you don’t have a job and you’re doped up after getting shot and everything the days do run into each other! 



The afternoon of Friday, January 2, 2014, The Whore of Babylon, Gladys and I sat by the pool while I read (Flavia De Luce mystery) on the pad thing Alex Redfeather and his daughter Majel gave me. I had just gotten used to the device and was really digging it when a town car pulled up. A black Lincoln, but not the one in which New Mexican drug 135 

lord Charlie St. Cloud’s associate drove up several months before. It was the same kind of car, I think. Older. It might have been a Buick. Maybe an Oldsmobile. Older but well kept. Classy. Classic. 



I put down my…book? as the car chose a space and parked. The driver’s door opened and out stepped Charlie St. Cloud’s associate, Ty. I wondered if it was his personal car. 

Like maybe he bought it off the boss when St. Cloud got a new model. He looked at me and nodded his head. I nodded back and watched him walk around the back of the car to the other side and open the rear door. Ty held a hand out to his passenger, who turned out to be Grandpa Stan Holloway, whose daughter ran guns. He took forever getting out of the car, even with Ty’s help, he was that large. When he was up and out and had found his feet, Stan made eye contact with me and waved. And I waved back. 



For a brief moment I thought they were lovers and had come to Homefires to get a room and, you know, fuck. Then I laughed until I realized it wasn’t that funny and stopped. 

Then they both walked over to the pool patio, Ty supporting Stan who might not have needed it, but the younger man wasn’t taking any chances. 



When the men were in earshot I said, “Hello gentlemen.” 



“Hello Mr. Cash,” Stan said all loud and happy. 



“Mr. Cash,” Ty nodded again. I nearly asked what brought them to see me. Was it business? Were they friends of the lesbian assassins Cufe and Cheole shot, there to take revenge on me? Had the Mexican drug people hired them to finish the job and eliminate all witnesses? I asked myself all of these questions and got kind of nervous. I wondered if I had told Linden I loved him yet that day. Then I remembered I had and felt better. I hoped they would spare the beagles. 



“Mr. Cash,” Ty said. “Please don’t be anxious. We’re here for a visit. On our own time.” 



“On our own time,” Stan further assured me. “We heard you were feeling poorly and thought we’d come see how you were doing.” Before I could stop myself I said, not unkindly: 



“Are you kidding?” This made Ty laugh. Stan, too, but Ty laughing was the bigger news. 

I found my manners and said, “I’m sorry…Ty,” he nodded his head. He stopped laughing but still wore a smile. “Mr. Holloway?” 



“Stan, if you please.” They arrived at the low entrance gate and I made to get up and open it. 



“No, no, Christian, you stay where you are.” Christian! Who didn’t love these men? “I’ve been shot in exactly the same place. I know how painful it is and how long it takes to recover.” And how chatty was Ty? Who knew? 
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“I’ve been shot, too,” Stan said as Ty opened the door for him. “With buckshot, all over my behind. My entire behind.” The older man emphasized the “entire,” which made me laugh genuinely. Ditto Ty. Stan laughed as he said it, so he got a head start. “My second wife.” He shook his head. “I deserved it, though. Was running around on her.” 



“You mean you found two women willing to lie under that fat stomach of yours?” Ty asked, indicating these men were pretty close. 



“I found four that married me. There were others, too. When I was young and skinny, like this fella,” he gestured to me and then held his hand out as he came upon me. I really wanted to get up, but my guests’ expressions advised me not to. 



“Skinny, maybe,” I said. “Young? Not so much.” 



“What are you?” Stan asked. “Thirty?” I blushed and roared with laughter. 



“I’m forty-seven you dear old man. Please take a chair and stay forever!” The three of us laughed as Ty helped his friend into a seat and then sat on the end of the chaise on my other side. The Whore of Babylon approached Stan, determined he was too fat to lean over and pet her in the manner to which she was accustomed, gave up and found Ty, who was all over her right away. I picked up Gladys, who was still small enough to fit comfortably on a lap…Hah! What am I thinking? A schoolbus could have fit comfortably on Grandpa Stan’s lap. 



“Thank you,” he said, taking her from me. “I wanted to visit with your babies when I was last here. They weren’t having it.” 



“No?” Ty said. I had an idea what was coming and he confirmed it, saying, “That’s because the Wicked Witch of Every Direction was with you.” Stan laughed and said: 



“The Wicked Witch was!” They laughed at the name I was sure they often called Marion Holloway, behind her back. I would have but was too afraid. Ty said to me: 



“Christian…may I call you that?” 



“Yes, please,” I replied. 



“Stan and I admire you and friends for looking after these kids. We’ve watched the baseball team on TV and online. It’s a great thing. And the wigs…” 



“The wigs!” Stan said, laughing harder than he so far had. “Where can I get one of those? 

I want to be a blond!” He laughed harder. Ty and I joined him. 



“The baseball team. The gun safety. That boy you had here with the voice. The kids. The brother and sister.” Luz and Jose Juan. 
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Luz and Jose Juan, whose parents were killed at the request of drug dealers, like the one whose employee, Ty, was sitting on my right. 



“Please, Christian. Please know Mr. St. Cloud didn’t order that hit.” I was relieved. Kind of. I guess. “We like to keep violence to a minimum. And we never waste women and children. Unless it’s the woman running the show.” Before I could weigh that, Stan said: 



“Wouldn’t mind wasting my daughter. She’s running my show and I’m damned tired of it.” He busted out laughing again, and so did Ty and me. 



And so did our visit go. The men stayed thirty minutes before making to leave. They did so out of courtesy, as they thought I was fatigued. “Please don’t go,” I said. “I’m glad you’re here.” I called Linden, who had gone with Phil to his gym. “Come home now,” I said. And he did. Shannon came over, too, and introduced herself. They both 

complimented her appearance. She blushed and thanked them graciously. “Stan here wants to be pretty, too,” I said to Shannon. Would you mind scaring up some of our wigs?” 



“Coming right up!” she said, and excused herself. I was a moment from asking her to bring refreshments, too, when Anne and Sonny appeared, she carrying a tray of 

lemonade, iced tea and glasses, and he with a box of cookies, a bag of chips and napkins. 



Linden joined us, and Phil. Shannon asked if Violet could join our gathering. I said of course and she asked her. Violet refused, Shannon said. “I guess she doesn’t want to hang out with the grown ups,” her mother explained. 



“She’s lovely,” Ty said. “I’ve seen her on the videos about the baseball team.” 



“As pretty as her mother,” Stan said, causing Shannon to blush again. 



Our friends stayed for two hours, leaving reluctantly. I invited them back for another visit, though I had planned nothing specific. They both agreed and we all shook hands and Shannon accepted a hug and chaste kiss from Stan. Ty gave her a firm handshake he held a moment longer than normal. He said, “Goodbye, Shannon,” in a tone that also suggested interest. And our girl blushed a third time. 



After the men left the rest of us carried on a bit about how grand they are, you know, for being criminals and all. Then Linden and I excused ourselves and took the beagles back to our room and…you know. 



Then we watched the video Everett Jones arranged of Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. Forty-five minutes of them in our backyard in Orlando saying hello to Daddy and Daddy. 

Introducing us to the new crop of foster mutts. Singing, dancing, smiling-burping-farting. 

I’m serious about the farting. They played their favorite game about identifying what someone ate by their gas. In the version we watched, Grayson was the fartee and the two of them had to guess what his last meal was. Oh, and they put on a fashion show, too. 
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Isobel Lamb and Blue Ducette provided commentary during it. It was just the best thing. 

The best gift ever! 



Linden and I had watched it a dozen times…a dozen dozen, maybe. That night we 

watched it twice all the way through. Then, during the third viewing, we fell asleep between The Whore of Babylon and Gladys, our other babies. 
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