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Chapter 1: 



My brother Sean, his wife Brigid, their daughter Maureen and Maureen’s lover Loretta spent Christmas 2015 with William Jr. and his wife Susan in the condo they bought from the Aiellos in Boca Raton. A couple of days after William Jr. rented a van and drove all of them to Wysteria, where they secured rooms at the hotel. We went to Blue Springs one day and Lady Lake Doggie Refuge another. Then William Jr. and Susan left and Sean’s family, Linden, Wyn, Brandon, Friday, Wally and I saw in the new year from the hotel’s roof. As flat as Florida is, we could see for miles in every direction and enjoyed fireworks, which even Wally could feel, all around us. 



Sean, Brigid, Maureen and Loretta left January 2, 2016. They flew to Washington DC to hang out with Tim Flynn, Monica and her husband, Luke and his wife and son, Miss Nettie, who is older than dirt, and the four pups they adopted from me when a bunch of us raided that Barbra Loomischhhhh’s dog hoarding operation years ago. 



During their visit, my brothers asked about Linden and my posse. I gave them updates on everyone on whom I had information. Among them were Anil, Fagu, who was a successful human rights attorney in Beirut, and James Jason Simmons III, whose family’s Abigail Adams Foundation fought against female genital mutilation, arranged marriages and violence against women in general on the African continent. I told them about Garrett Abel and Cassie Frankel, who starred in “The Madwoman of Chaillot” together on Broadway. “Dondi’s growing mushrooms in Apopka,” I said. 



“Oh?” said Susan. 



“What kind?” asked Sean. 



“The kind that go on salads,” I told them. “He manages a mushroom farm. He does well, too. He’s saving up to buy into the business.” 



“Why don’t you just buy it for him?” asked Maureen. 



“I offered. He refused. He wanted to do it himself.” William Jr. said: 



“Good kid.” 



The day after Sean’s family left Wysteria Bentley Howard arrived for an indefinite visit. I had wanted to make one to him while he was recovering from the beating he took when the asshole FBI guys stuck him in a cell with known violent criminals so they could teach the successful, wealthy pretty boy a lesson. Bentley didn’t want to see me, or anyone, until his face had recovered. This wasn’t because my young friend…my sort of son, was vain. He just didn’t want anyone to see how badly he had been hurt. 
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Bentley’s teeth had all been fixed or replaced and his glass eye got created and installed well before Christmas. I had asked him and Rona to come to Wysteria for the holidays, but they didn’t want to intrude on my brothers’ visits. 



Bentley had been arrested at his Los Angeles office. He recovered in an LA hospital and got his teeth and eye work done in LA county. “No better doctors for this kind of work,” 

Rona said to me during one of the many calls I made while her son recovered. I didn’t doubt it, with all the work entertainers had done to stay attractive and young looking. 



Rona and Bentley flew to Miami after the new year, took care of some business related to the “Winter Key” series finale and then took a limousine to Wysteria. An hour out she called me to give us an ETA. “You’re in a limo?” I said, incredulous, though I shouldn’t have been. 



“No, Christian,” Rona said, “We’re in the back of a pick up truck.” 



“Rona, Linden and I are trying to keep a low profile here,” I said as patiently as I could. 



“Christian, people who want to keep low profiles don’t adopt babies that have no limbs, or hasn’t anyone noticed.” I would have snapped something back at her had she not spent the time her son was being repaired visiting orthopedic doctors in LA county who made artificial limbs. 



“We’ll see you at noon,” I said, and at noon they pulled up. Their driver parked in front of the hotel, got out and opened a rear door. Rona stepped out first, revealing the extent to which she had let herself go since Bentley’s attack. Her white blonde hair had always been maintained meticulously in a sort of helmet looking ‘do. That day it was pulled back in a simple ponytail that revealed an inch or more of graying dark roots. She wore not makeup, either, and her face looked, pale, lined and tired. Rona nearly always wore a black suit with a short skirt, hose and impossible-to-walk-on heels. That day she wore jeans, tennis shoes and a sweat jacket over a cotton top. 



“Who is that?” Linden asked as he carried Wyn through the front door I held. 



“That’s Bentley’s mother,” I said. 



Then Bentley stepped out of the car, with the driver and his mother’s help. And a cane. 

And so I discovered that in addition to the lost eye and teeth, my friend had also suffered neurological damage that made walking with a cane necessary. I stopped on the hotel’s front walk when I saw this. Linden stopped, too, and looked at me. “They didn’t tell us everything,” he said. I couldn’t reply because I couldn’t breathe. Linden held Wyn in his right hand and put his left on my shoulder. “Suck it up, Christian. He needs you to be happy.” He patted my shoulder, sort of hard. I took a deep breath and sucked it up. Then I saw that Bentley wore a baseball cap. LA Dodgers? It was blue. I figured he did it to hide his identity, as his good looks had led to more face time in “People Magazine” and on 

“TMZ” than most A-list actors. I stopped on the front walk a second time because I 3 

noticed under that hat Bentley’s hair was white. Linden stopped again and hit me again and I sucked it up again and then Bentley turned around to look at us. He wore dark sunglasses but they didn’t fully cover the scarring around his left eye, nor the scars elsewhere on his face. Before I could stop walking and breathing Linden hit me and I kept walking, around the back of the limo, toward my surrogate son, my friend and erstwhile producer. He opened his arms and I opened my arms and then beaten, damaged Bentley Howard smiled, revealing more metal than teeth and my knees gave out. Bentley dropped his cane in time to catch me before I hit the ground. Over my sobs he said, over and over, “It’s OK, Christian. I’m OK.” 



To her credit, Rona ignored me, instead zeroing in on Linden and Wyn. “Who is this beautiful little man?” she asked, putting her arms around my husband and our son. She kissed Linden and then Wyn and released them so she could focus on the latter. Over Bentley’s shoulder I saw Wyn smile and laugh as hard as he ever has as Rona talked baby talk to him and made faces and rubbed her nose against his. “You are the cutest little baby. You are such a handsome little boy!” She carried on like this while I pulled myself up and together. 



“I’m sorry,” I whispered to Bentley. “Falling to pieces and making you catch me when you can’t even…” I indicated the cane, unable to finish my sentence. 



“It’s temporary,” he said. “I had some nerve damage, but it was much worse. I couldn’t stand for two weeks. I had no balance and couldn’t feel my left leg at all.” Again, whispering, I said: 



“And your bitch mother kept that from me. And the hair. And the scars.” 



“Cosmetic surgery will fix the scars,” Bentley said, though I couldn’t see him getting it. 

Or not much of it. “And my mother’s colorist…” 



“The one she quit using?” I interrupted. Bentley chuckled, revealing the wires and what not holding everything together inside his mouth. 



“My teeth concern me, Christian. For health reasons.” That’s my boy. The handsomest man on the planet and the least impressed by it. Bentley turned around and we both watched Rona hold, rock and blubber at Wyn. Bentley and Linden enjoyed a brief hug and hello and we continued to watch this new and different Rona Howard love on our son. 



“He is such a beautiful boy,” she said to us. “So amazing.” 



While we greeted each other, the driver unloaded only two pieces of luggage out of the vehicle’s trunk. He wheeled them both into the hotel lobby and left them with Brandon. 

When he returned he got Rona’s attention. She handed Wyn back to Linden and introduced us to Frederico, a driver she often used. “Thank you,” she said to him and handed him a fifty. We said goodbye and he hit the road. Linden and I led our guests into 4 

the hotel, slowly. Bentley held his cane in one hand and his mother’s arm with the other. 

They stopped halfway up the walk and took a long look at the hotel. “Wow!” she said. 

“This is beautiful.” 



“It is,” her son agreed. 



“Like going back in time,” she said. With a gesture, I invited her to release Bentley to me so she could take in the Old Florida hotel. “This is lovely.” I could hear her mind working. She confirmed what I heard, saying, “What a location.” 



“Mom, we’re working on Homefires.” 



“Yeah, Rona,” I said, good naturedly, “one hotel at a time.” 



“Does it have a bar?” she asked Linden, putting her arm around his shoulder as they ascended the steps to the front porch. 



“Oh, yes,” he assured her. 



“Order me a Scotch,” I told her as Bentley and I began the steps. 



“Me, too,” he said, taking the first one. 



“Will do,” she said, opening the front door for Linden and Wyn. 



Bentley and I spent a whole minute climbing the hotel’s handful of steps. “I’m sorry this is taking so long,” he said. 



“I got nothing else to do today,” I advised him. 



“The doctor says I need to do everything, no matter how hard it is or how much pain I’m in. I have to do things normally. Force my body to heal.” He didn’t have to explain anything to me, though I did have one question. 



“Can you fuck?” 



“Uh-huh.” 



“Samia will be pleased.” He took a sharp breath. “What?” I said. When he didn’t answer immediately I said, “What?” again and, “Have you seen her?” Bentley stopped, one step short of the porch, and said: 



“I haven’t seen her, but she saw me. She and the twins.” Jacob and Joshua Kelly who, with Samia, made up a globe-trotting, justice-seeking mod squad. 
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“Oh,” I said. “You were out?” Bentley nodded. “How long did she stay?” Bentley took another deep breath and said: 



“Long enough for Mother to tell her which FBI agents to blind.” That caused me to lose my balance and, stupidly, lean into Bentley, who then lost his, causing us both to crash to the ground. Bentley began laughing right away and even said, “Whoopsie!” I laughed, too. Then Brandon appeared, on his crutches, and made us laugh even further by saying: 



“OK, I don’t have any legs and you have four between you, and I have to pick you up?” 







Rona stayed a few days and left for Santa Fe. She had meetings with the New Mexico film commission about shooting in the city. While “Homefires” was based on my adventures at the motel, one of Bentley’s people found another, abandoned and in disrepair, that would be easier to use. 



Rona took a cab to the Daytona Beach airport the morning of January…I don’t know. 

The end of the first week? Beginning of the second? She left wearing the same clothing she arrived in. She went in a cab, though Linden and I offered to drive her. “I like taking town cars,” she actually said. “I’d take one to New Mexico if I wasn’t in such a hurry.” 



We said our goodbyes in the front of the hotel. Linden, Wyn and I hugged her and retreated to the porch so Rona could say goodbye to her son privately. They hugged and she cried, something I had never seen her do. “Christian,” Linden told me with a look that I was staring. I looked at him and he said, “Continue looking at me until the car pulls away.” Insulted, I squinted my eyes at him in feigned anger. The car took off and Bentley turned around. 



“Lunch?” I said, though it was early for us. 



“Yes,” said our friend. He hobbled, much faster in just a few days. He took stairs as slowly, but didn’t need the help anymore. 



In the Somewhere in Time Café we ordered chickpea sandwiches and a scoop of ice cream for Wyn. It turned out to be a weekend day because Seth Hickey was there and not at school. He approached the table and asked if he could join us. “Of course,” I said, and introduced him to Bentley as “Royce.” Seth shook his hand and took the empty seat. 



“What’ll you have, honey,” his wife, in her Jane Seymour period dress, asked him. 



“Same as they’re having. And the ice cream, too.” 



“At the same time?” I asked. 
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“Why not?” he said. Seth’s food came quickly but he didn’t dig in right away. Instead he played with his ice cream as if he was stalling for time. 



“Seth?” I said. 



“Charlie?” he responded. 



“What’s on your mind?” 



“Oh, nothing,” he said at first. “OK, there’s something.” I looked at Linden, then Bentley, then Wyn even though I was confident he would have no answers, and then back to Seth. 

“Talbot High is putting on ‘My Fair Lady’ this spring and our drama teacher didn’t return after the winter break.” 



“How come?” I asked, just to be nosy. 



“He got married or something. Left Talbot and Florida. No one knows where.” 



“You want me to direct the play?” 



“Would you consider it?” Seth asked. 



“What makes you think I’m qualified?” I asked him. Seth considered my question as he continued to play with his ice cream. He even took a bite as he searched for an answer. 

He finally said: 



“You know, I don’t know.” He smiled at me. “You just seem like you could do it.” He put his spoon down and added, “That sounded silly.” 



“No,” I said, though it did. 



“I think Charlie would do a really good job,” Bentley said. Linden nodded as he chewed the final piece of his sandwich. 



“Do you have a musical director?” I asked, because I could neither play the piano nor read music. 



“Yes,” Seth said with confidence. “Mrs. Osavio. Gwen. She’s fantastic. She’s been with the school twenty years. Very talented and pleasant. You’ll love working with her.” I looked from Linden to Bentley to Wyn a second time and said: 



“Let me think about it,” and then, “When are auditions?” 



“A week from tomorrow.” That meant it was a Sunday. “We open the weekend before spring break.” 
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“How many weeks is that?” asked Bentley. 



“Nine,” Seth said. 



“That’s plenty of time,” said Linden, who fed Wyn the last of his ice cream. 



“I’ll let you know tomorrow afternoon,” I said to Seth, who then focused on his sandwich while Bentley and I had coffee and my husband gave our son Eskimo kisses. 







That evening, Linden, Wyn, Bentley, Gladys, Harley and Asa went to Diane Jastro’s house for a visit. It was the second time Friday had seen Bentley, whom she recognized as the producer of “Winter Key.” She knew even before I told her that he was incognito and was glad to call him Royce. I explained to Wally, writing into his hand, about Bentley being there under an assumed name and he, too, agreed to refer to him as Royce and make no mention of the show. 



Speaking of Wally, Van Cadenhead and Danny, the former Timmy Nealon, drove him to Jacksonville and Atlanta before and after the holiday to see ear specialists. The prognosis was that with an implant, he would be able to hear as well as the rest of us. He was scheduled for surgery at the end of January. Privately I asked Friday who was paying for it and she said one of Bentley’s PR people had pitched the story to one of the TV 

newsmagazines, which would run a story about it the week of the “Winter Key” finale. 

“It’s not costing anything,” she said. 



“Excellent,” I replied. Bless Bentley’s heart. And Rona’s. Even as they were dealing with his attack and the severe long-term damage it caused, they arranged to hook up Wally. 

Such tremendous people. 



That Sunday evening as we sat on the porch and had drinks and coffee I mentioned to everyone, and signed to Wally, that Seth, the principal of Talbot High, had asked me to direct “My Fair Lady” at the school. Mary, who hung out with us that evening, said, 

“Have fun.” I asked her what she meant but before she began she switched seats with Friday so she could sign what she had to say for Wally. There was no leaving him out of any conversation. “I hate that fuckin’ school.” I wondered if she spelled out “fuckin’” to Wally and so I asked. “Uh-huh,” she said, and then continued, “A bunch of bitches and queens.” She then realized that Linden and I were, essentially, queens and said. “I’m sorry.” 



“No problem,” Linden said and I signed to Wally. Then I looked from Linden to Bentley. 

None of us cared about Mary’s remark, nor were any of us surprised an unattractive foster child with scars from self-inflicted cuts covering her limbs would not like the apparently happy, well-adjusted students at the upper class public school. 
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“It’s horrible,” Mary said quickly. “I had to volunteer backstage for one of the shows. For volunteer credit. I couldn’t believe how they were.” 



“What show?” Bentley asked and I signed to Wally. 



“‘The Music Man,’” she said. 



“How did they treat each other? I asked. 



“All nasty. There was more drama behind the scenes that in the show. Rich kids. Spoiled rotten. Being mean to each other.” I didn’t think kids being mean to each other was exclusive to rich public schools, but I didn’t say so. “Brats, all of them. They had a full band…or orchestra, and they complained. They had costumes rented from a place in New York…or Brooklyn. Is that in New York?” 



“Yes,” I said. 



“Yeah. Really nice costumes. Beautiful, and they complained. Builders from Miami made all the sets and they complained. The guy who played Harold Hill was such an ass. 

He had a voice coach come to rehearsals with him. Someone from Orlando, I think. She trained those boy bands there a long time ago.” Backstreet Boys and ‘N Sync. “Marion had a drama coach from New York, too. I think. Or Chicago.” 



“Really?” Bentley said, stunned. 



“It was horrible watching them,” Mary said. “They had everything and they weren’t happy. They thought they were on Broadway in New York City. Even people in the chorus and had no lines thought their shit didn’t stink.” Such a vulgar expression, which meant it was perfect for vulgar Mary and her multi-colored hair and the exposed belly button ring that was tangled in lint and dripping sweat.” 



“What did you do for the show” Linden asked. 



“I was the second assistant to the props director,” she said, firmly. 



“How many did he need?” I asked, signing, as always, to Wally. 



“Just two of us,” Mary explained. “He was also hired. From somewhere.” To Linden, Bentley and Wally I said: 



“Who needs to hire a props director for a high school play?” None of them had an answer. “I don’t need that hassle.” 



“No way,” Wally signed to me and I said to the others. 
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Then Friday, that total manipulator who didn’t say a word or cross a room or even blink without promoting an agenda, switched seats with Mary and said, casually, “You would never have that problem at Evergreen.” 



“What’s Evergreen?” I asked. Mary began to speak and gestured for Friday to move so she could tell Wally. With a brief, dismissive look, Friday told her she had it. I stole a look at Linden that said, essentially, here she goes! 



In twenty minutes Friday convinced me…no, told me, that I would approach poor, neglected, underachieving, majority minority Evergreen High School offering to direct 

“My Fair Lady” for their spring musical, regardless of whether they had one planned already and regardless of whether they did musicals, or plays at all. 



“OK, then,” I said to my young friend, and signed to Wally. 



“You have to be careful with that one,” Wally signed back to me, and said out loud. He wanted to get into the habit of speaking as it seemed some part of his hearing would return to him. So said the doctors to which Diane and Brandon were taking him, always with Friday. I signed back, and said out loud: 



“Our Friday has given me my marching orders. Now I must go and make plans.” Linden, Wyn, Bentley the pups and I said our goodbyes and returned to the hotel. On the way my husband said: 



“She’s got your number.” I laughed and replied: 



“Yes. She does.” 







I did my first play in the spring of 1971. But for Joan, all of the Gallagher children appeared in the Rowaneck High School production of “Carousel,” and I’m not kidding. 



Initially, my sister Rose…remember her? Hah! That was mean. Rose auditioned for 

“Carousel” fully expecting to be cast as Julie Jordan even before call backs or, you know, without having to be called back. She expected them to hand the role to her, or so said to Joan or Deirdre or someone who heard it from someone. The problem was, of course and as always, she was untalented Rose and not uber-talented Deirdre. 



Oh, it was Deirdre who told me. Not out of malice, though. I was the mean sibling, not her. It just came up. I don’t recall the circumstances. Rose thought she was a shoe-in, deceiving herself even as the school drama teacher and the show’s director, Carol Devendorf, had privately approached my parents about casting Deirdre in that role, even though she was only in eighth grade. She actually visited our house, asking to speak to my parents directly. My father, who was as aware of Rose’s mediocrity as he was of Deirdre’s genius, let my mother handle the visit, which occurred in the cold front yard in 10 

the winter of 1971. “You’ll excuse us for not inviting you in, Miss Devendorf,” my mother said. “Out here is the only place we can speak with true privacy.” The teacher understood. She understood, too, when my mother continued, “Even if Deirdre was interested we wouldn’t do that to Rose.” Devendorf nodded her head sadly. Then my mother added, “I think Rose feels the lead role is her due, having been in the chorus the last three years.” This wasn’t said to encourage Devendorf to cast their only mildly talented and mildly pretty daughter as Julie Jordan. It was a warning of what to expect when the director again put her in the chorus. 



“I thought she might,” Devendorf said, shaking her head. Then, “I apologize for coming here like this, Mr. and Mrs. Gallagher. It’s just that this will be my last year teaching.” A beat. “I’ve got cancer. It’s in the late stages. I won’t survive the summer.” My parents expressed their regret. “Thank you.” Another beat…a longer one. “I’ve always been aware of Deirdre’s voice and her beauty is obvious. I’ve always wanted to direct her. It was a long-shot. I’m sorry.” 



My parents understood and my mother gave Carol a hug and invited her to stay for dinner. It was a Sunday and on many Sunday evenings my brother Thomas played piano for our parents. Deirdre sang and Rose also sang. Sometimes my father would, too, if he had enough Scotch and my brother played the right ditty. Devendorf agreed. 



Dinner that night was a modest affair, especially for a Sunday. My mother had a busy weekend doing something or other with St. Sebastian’s and, so, made only a couple of loafs of cornbread and a huge pan of scrambled eggs. There was always salad and fruit. 

Rose was so excited to have the school drama teacher and director at the house. She was mortified by the humble fare my mother served and insisted on baking brownies. My mother agreed and watched her do it so she wouldn’t fuck it up. I’m serious. Rose was so pitiful she couldn’t be trusted to add milk and eggs to a simple brownie package. 



William Jr. and Sean expanded the adjustable dining room table so that the entire family, and our guest, could eat at one time. We didn’t use the fine silverware or china or anything. Standard flat and silverware in the dining room was odd, but we were all up for something cool and different. Miss Devendorf was a pretty lady and Colin joined my father, me and Matthew giving her all sorts of attention in the living room while Deirdre helped my mother, and Rose, in the kitchen. 



Dinner was grand. My parents sat at either end of the dining room table, as they did on holidays. Devendorf sat on my mother’s right. My father asked Rose to sit on his left so she and the play director couldn’t make easy eye contact. This was to discourage Rose from currying favor with our guest throughout the meal. She still tried, bless her heart, though she had to compete with Colin, who had a boner for the lady and was all about 

“How come you’re not married?” and “Do you have a boyfriend?” and “You’re really young, right?” and my mother who asked more appropriate questions, like, “What sort of acting have you done?” Devendorf, who was pushing forty, had been on an episode of 

“What’s My Line.” She had also been in the original Broadway production of “Grease.” 

She sang “Freddy My Love,” a number that didn’t make it into the movie. 
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“Will you sing it for us?” Colin asked. “Thomas plays the piano on Sunday nights.” Colin looked at our brother to confirm that he could accompany her. He said: 



“I can figure it out.” 



We all cleared out plates. William Jr. cleared Devendorf’s before Colin or Rose could do it. Generally we waited until dishes were done and put away before a Sunday night living room sing-a-long. That evening my mother advised us to leave them. She made coffee and invited Devendorf and, you know, the rest of us, to enjoy brownies and coffee in the living room while Thomas played. 



My brother warmed himself up with a quick, instrumental version of “Second Hand Rose,” the song Deirdre always sung for our father. He didn’t have the sheet music for 

“Grease” and so listened to Devendorf sing a soft version of it to him while the rest of us found chairs or sofa space with our dessert. “Got it,” he said. 



“Is everyone comfortable?” my mother asked. We all assured her we were and then Thomas played the intro to “Freddy My Love” and Carol Devendorf sang. 



She was really good, too. She and Thomas stumbled through the first verse, each making a mistake with a note or lyric or whatever. Then, because Thomas wanted our guest, former Broadway star Carol Devendorf, to sing the number she originated one whole time through said, “Let’s start over.” 



The second go was perfect. Devendorf wailed on the number and seemed to really enjoy it. She had a powerful voice, trained to fill a Times Square theater, and it filled our entire house. A simple song. Filler for the play, probably, but she made it memorable for us. 

When she was done everyone clapped and then gave her a standing ovation. 



And our guest burst into tears, because she missed being on the stage and because she never would go back because she would die before the end of the summer. My mother gave her a hug, which was so odd because she wasn’t a hugger. None of us were. None of us are. When they broke Colin hugged her, too, and wouldn’t let go until Deirdre and William Jr. pried him away. She pulled herself together quickly. Sean said to Rose, “Why don’t you get Miss Devendorf a fresh brownie and coffee,” because she hadn’t been served, having gone on first. Rose nodded, excited about the special assignment for her teacher and the director she was sure would cast her as Julie Jordan, especially after enjoying such a great visit. Sean guided our guest to the single space next to him on the loveseat. I watched him do it, my clever brother, and watched our parents enjoy a look of relief as it meant neither needy Rose nor horny Colin could sit next to her. 



Deirdre sang next. An Irish tune she and Thomas had prepared for my father because he had heard it once, someplace, and asked my brother if he was familiar with it. I don’t recall the name and can’t tell you the lyrics, because it was all in Gaelic. It was pretty, though, and caused Devendorf to cry, for the second time. After that pushy Rose asked 12 

Thomas to play anything from “Carousel.” He said sorry he couldn’t even though he had just figured out “Freddy My Love” on the spot. Rose then suggested “Second Hand Rose,” which was a surprise because Deirdre usually sang that, again for my father, while Rose followed with some torch song. I guess she figured she would make it her own or something. I don’t know. Show up Deirdre? Who can say? It was terrible, though. Not terrible if she had been the only one singing that night. It would have just been average, then. Next to Deirdre…following anything Deirdre did, it sounded terrible. 



We all clapped for Rose, more heartily than we did when we had no visitor. My parents were grateful. Rose suggested she sing “Happy Days Are Here Again” next. The Barbra Streisand arrangement. My mother said it was someone else’s turn and looked at her boys, silently begging one of us to sing something. Anything. 



The rest of us only knew Christmas songs and, so, sang “Santa Claus is Coming to Town,” “Jingle Bells,” “Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer” and then Thomas did an instrumental “White Christmas” that left Devendorf in tears, again. Deirdre asked her to sing again and she said she couldn’t and what would she sing and, finally, “O Holy Night.” 



Thomas, who had determined Devendorf’s key, invited her to stand next to the piano and they both wailed on that song, leaving my mother in tears and the rest of us, including my father and including William Jr., fighting them. OK, Matthew wasn’t fighting them because he was tired and fell asleep between Deirdre and me on the couch. 



After she was done we clapped for her again, but before we could again stand up Sean, who had eavesdropped on our parents’ outdoor conversation with the drama teacher, shot up and said, “I have got a great idea!” 



“Sean?” my mother said, curious but more concerned. My brother held his hands up for silence, which only he could get away with because he was so hilarious doing it. 



“I need to focus.” This made me laugh. Deirdre did, too, but more to cover for Sean’s clear insolence. “Carol,” he began, because she had asked all of us to call her Carol, though we still called her Miss Devendorf because we knew our mother would tan our hides if we called her Carol. “You’re doing ‘Carousel’ this year, right?” She nodded. 

“You’re going to need Snow children, aren’t you?” There’s a female character in the play who marries someone named Mr. Snow. They have a bunch of kids who appear in this long dance number in the second act, but just briefly. “How about you cast all of us as Snow children?” Devendorf, who was still standing, got weak-kneed. William Jr. was closest to her and shot out of his seat to steady her. While everyone’s attention was on our brother’s quick save, I noticed Sean take two quick steps toward our mother and whisper something like, “She’s dying. She wants to direct Deirdre. This is the solution.” 

My mother nodded and Sean stood back up, winking at my father, who was, bless his heart, confident with whatever plan his wife approved. 
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Not willing to accept the role as Mr. Snow’s oldest daughter without even auditioning for Julie Jordan, Rose said, “No way!” right away. My parents shot her looks that told her she as being rude and to knock it off and we would figure it out later. Not generally quick, my sister rallied here by saying, “No way!” again. “What a great idea, Sean. How did you come up with that?” Sean said: 



“I don’t know. One of my muses just kind of whispered it in my ear.” Deirdre, Thomas and I laughed at this. Devendorf, who was too excited to speak, looked at Deirdre, who understood everything without having eavesdropped like Sean. She said: 



“I would love to do it.” 



We all said goodnight and thank you to Miss Devendorf with hugs. Then my parents, and Sean, walked her to her car. She thanked both of them for the loveliest evening she had in years. “It was so nice to sing again,” Sean told us she said, tearing up again. 



“And you get to direct Deirdre!” said my brother. Devendorf didn’t know how to respond to that. She knew Deirdre by reputation but was unfamiliar with my brother. 



“Please ignore him,” my mother said. Hah! As if anyone could. 



Several weeks later Rose auditioned for Julie Jordan. She didn’t get it, of course. She didn’t get the oldest Snow girl, either. That was Deirdre’s role. Instead she got the matronly character who leads everyone in “June is Busting Out All Over.” Hah! Poor Rose. Not even Ado Annie(!). Nope, some middle aged fat lady, who sings one verse of the “June” song and is then joined by the chorus. It just gets better and better for Rose Gallagher. 



Deirdre, William Jr., because it would please our parents, Colin, who still had designs on Carol Devendorf, even as she appeared thinner and weaker over the course of rehearsals, Sean, who became Devendorf’s right hand and ultimately took over rehearsals, Thomas, me and three year-old Matthew played the Snow children, and my little brother stole the show in our one scene, the dance fantasy or whatever. While my sister and brothers came hopping onstage in age order with our straw hats in our period Sunday best, Matthew just wandered in and around the stage, looking at the audience and waving to people. This was, are sitting down, by design. Sean’s. Matthew was smart enough at three to follow a simple walking routine. Instead of doing so Sean told Devendorf he was going to get himself lost onstage and wave to the audience and maybe sing the alphabet or something. 

It was a great idea and he got applause at all the performances. 



More exciting, and satisfying, was our second scene, the finale, when everyone sings 

“You’ll Never Walk Alone.” It was a graduation scene and Deirdre, whose character didn’t even have a first name, stole it from everyone when she sang louder and more beautifully than everyone. She was embarrassed by her superior voice, and who on this planet ever has been but her? During one rehearsal she even lip synched. This threw Sean into a rage who dragged her into the hallway between the auditorium and gym and said, 14 

“Carol’s dying wish is to direct you in this play. Sing, you bitch, or I’ll tear your throat out.” Sean then found what he said so funny in it’s drama he busted out laughing, and so, then, did Deirdre. 



We performed “Carousel” six times over two weekends. Friday night, Saturday night and Sunday matinee. During each show wily little Matthew wandered into the dance fantasy scene in which the Snow children appear, in the same exact way, waving the same exact way and singing the alphabet the same exact way. It was grand. So hilarious that he was so on top and in control of his toddler obliviousness. I’m surprised my calculating little brother didn’t ask for a part of the box office for being so damn cute. Maybe he did. 



Oh, and for all six performances, and the handful of rehearsals we Gallagher children attended Colin hit on every single girl in the cast and on the crew and roaming the hallway…everyone he saw. Whether he got down with any of them I didn’t ask. I do know that he wasn’t a virgin when he got it on with Drucilla Graham after saving our lives and killing her husband two years later. 



And at every performance of the final “You’ll Never Walk Alone” song, Deirdre’s voice rose above everyone’s, including, of course, Rose’s, and even Julie Jordan’s and every other character’s. Every performance but one. At the final Sunday matinee Sean had convinced Miss Devendorf to dress in period costume and also appear in the graduation scene. She did. Reluctantly, but not a lot. No one ever said no to Sean, you know? People tried but no one ever succeeded. 



Carol Devendorf, thin as a rail and looking like she could go anytime, joined the rest of us onstage and sang with the rest of us. Her voice wasn’t what it was when she was on Broadway and in our house, but it was still lovely. She didn’t sing by herself, but I don’t think she wanted to, not being at the height of her talent. She sang, though, with Deirdre and Sean, both of whom had made her last directing experience a good one. 



Miss Devendorf didn’t appear at school the following day. She slipped into a coma that night. A sister or brother was living with her. She went to the hospital and died four days later. 
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Chapter 2 



We found a house to rent quickly. A 3/1 three blocks from the hotel. Furnished. It was owned by a family in Jacksonville and rented to psychic after psychic over the years. 

There were two kinds of psychics in Wysteria…OK, three: those who lived and worked year ‘round, those who came for a few months, failed and moved on, and those who worked seasonally. The two-story cottage at 8 Tremont Street found itself occupied by three or four failed psychics a year. The leasing agent, a Talbot blue blood who seemed embarrassed to be representing a Wysteria property, was so glad a family of normal people…normal, Hah!, were interested in the house she fairly shoved the keys into our hands. 



The house was pale pink and was surrounded by gigantic oak trees, both on its and adjacent properties. So thick was the large and high canopy of branches and leaves over it I didn’t think even a photon of sunlight found a shingle, ever. “Creepy,” I said, and neither Linden, Bentley nor Wyn disagreed. 



Eight Tremont was laid out shotgun-style or whatever. That means if you opened the front and back doors you could fire a rifle through one and the bullet would come out the other. Off the left side of the single hallway were dining room, kitchen and rear bedroom. 

Off the right side were living room, full bathroom and rear bedroom. A cord hung from the ceiling between the bedrooms. It brought down an old wooden staircase that led up to the third bedroom. It was small and the only thing on the second floor. There was a line of long, continuous horizontal windows around its four walls. An A/C unit rested in one of the windows facing the back yard. There was also a ceiling fan. Bentley indicated both and said, “Between these and the trees, this room should stay pretty cool.” I kinda wanted that bedroom, in spite of having to use the stairs to get to the bathroom. It made more sense for Bentley to have it, though. Gladys, Harley and Asa slept with us and their taking the stairs would have been a hassle and maybe dangerous. Further, we needed to be on the same floor as Wyn. 



Each bedroom had a cheap single bed. Linden and I moved the one in Wyn’s bedroom into our bedroom and pushed them next to each other. We brought the cradle and baby carriage from the hotel and put both in Wyn’s room. There were dishes and cookware in the kitchen, an old couch and small, color TV with a VHS slot in the living room, and a cheap, scratched dining room set in the dining room. 



Over our standard late lunch in the hotel’s Somewhere in Time Café, the three of us made a list of the stuff we would need to buy to live comfortably in our new home. As far as kitchen items, it included only a microwave as we agreed to continue taking our meals at the café. “I’m so glad!” Angela said, joining us. “Chef and I would miss you!” As always, she realized how loud she was speaking, blushed, and looked to her left and right to see if anyone had heard her. 



After lunch we walked the pups and then hung out on the porch. As none of us were interested in going to Target or Walmart for the additional things the house needed, 16 

Linden fired up his laptop and ordered everything online: A flat screen television, a couple of lamps, a new sofa with matching chairs, a few rugs and other stuff. A new shower curtain. Fresh sheets and towels. “We should hire a cleaning service to give it a once over before the items arrive,” Bentley said. I considered hiring Mary and Alex, or some other local kids to clean and paint. I called Friday and asked her what she thought about her older foster siblings and she said: 



“They’re useless. I tried assigning them chores here. The bathroom was dirtier when they were done.” I laughed and told Linden and Bentley what she said. “Contact the school,” 

Friday continued. “They have a program for kids needing work.” I knew she meant Evergreen. Implied with her suggestion was that I pitch “My Fair Lady” to the principal during the same call. I thanked my young friend before she could articulate it, leaving her only enough time to say, “Get to it,” before we said our goodbyes. 



“She wants me to pitch the play, like, now,” I told Linden, Bentley and Wyn, whom Bentley held in his arms in a rocking chair. 



“Do you want to do it?” Linden asked me, knowing I did. 



“Of course,” I said. 



“Then what’s keeping you?” Linden, asked, knowing what was. Before I could stop myself I looked at Bentley, who stopped rocking and said: 



“Christian, you don’t need to look after me. I’m OK.” Bentley couldn’t walk without a cane, his teeth needed additional work, he was blind in one eye and his black hair was completely white. He read my mind and said. “Christian, you want to do this. You need to do this. I need a project, too. You direct and I’ll produce.” Hmmm, I thought. 

“Wysteria’s a nice place, but I’ve gone from producing multiple television shows and movies to sitting around all day.” He held Wyn up and added, “No offense, brother. I do like sitting around with you, you know.” Bentley kissed him and Wyn giggled and pooped and then giggled again. “And changing diapers!” 



“I’ll take care of that,” I said getting up. 



“No Dad,” Bentley said, rising, slowly, out of the rocking chair. 



Dad. And brother. Bentley referred to Wyn as his brother and me as his father, in as many sentences. Naturally. It came out naturally and made so much sense I didn’t even react until he brought Wyn inside and up to our rooms to change him. 



“What do you think of this iron bench?” Linden asked, showing me an image on the Pottery Bran site, I think. Instead of answering I asked: 



“Did Bentley just call me ‘Dad?’” Linden smiled, so happy, and said: 17 

“Yes, Christian, he did.” I thought about it and asked: 



“Do you think it was just a one-off, like I was acting like a parent, or do you think he’s going to continue calling me ‘Dad?’” Without hesitating Linden said: 



“B.” Then, also without hesitating he said, “the bench?” I looked at it without concentrating and said: 



“Get it.” Linden did so with a few clicks. Then he shut his laptop, grabbed my t-shirt, drew me into him and gave me a big kiss. 







Bentley called Evergreen and made an appointment with the principal. Then he discovered the school had six hundred seventy students and bought as many state of the art laptops from a wholesale distributor. He told Linden, Wyn, Angela, Seth Hickey and me that he got them below wholesale and they kicked in shipping in exchange for a plug in the inevitable TV news story the donation would warrant. My “son” read my expression and said, “I didn’t tell them when the news story would happen.” I was glad. I didn’t feel like dodging cameras like I had in Santa Fe. I didn’t want Elinor Bowman, the principal, to think I wanted to direct a play for the publicity and recognition. 



Evergreen High School was a traditional two-story red brick building with a large front lawn, and flagpole. It was probably very nice when it was built a hundred years before, but it was poorly maintained, sported graffiti, a lawn that was more weeds and black patches of dirt than grass, and a derelict flagpole from which nothing flew. The windows were old, large and energy inefficient. Every room had an A/C unit jerry-rigged into one of its windows, held by rusty braces, duct tape and prayer. Though it was ten o’clock on a Monday in January, there appeared to be more kids outside the building than in. They listened to music and checked their phones, smoked, drank and danced to hip hop and rap songs. 



As I pulled the rented truck containing the laptops into the parking top whose asphalt was crumbling so badly I fully expected a sinkhole to open up below us, Bentley said, “We can still turn around.” I took in the building and said: 



“Did I ever tell you about Superior Bodies Tampa?” I would tell him about that truly abhorrent building that evening as we were late for our nine-forty-five appointment with Ms. Bowman and there wasn’t time to describe the gigantic toilet that had once been a post office. 



Bentley and I made a space as the parking lot was so old the paint defining spaces was completely faded. We were surrounded by older American cars painted bright colors, some low-riders and others with super large and high wheels. There were a couple of motorcycles and some dirt bikes, too. And lots of kids wearing expensive sneakers and gold jewelry. Girls of all sizes in form fitting clothing displaying their belly buttons, boys 18 

in pants so loose they fell to their ankles. Weaves, hairnets, gold teeth, threaded eyebrows…every young black punk stereotype was represented in the Evergreen High School parking lot and on the grounds that morning. 



I stepped out of the truck first, smoothed out my chinos and dress shirt and put a navy blue blazer. Bentley was similarly dressed. As his cane made getting in and out of any vehicle a hassle, I came around to the passenger side, shut his door and held his cane so he could put on his sports jacket. A young man bouncing a basketball in front of his friends several cars away shouted, “Yo, white people!” at us, as if we had just landed from another planet. His delivery was funny and not hostile and it made me smile. This encouraged the kid to continue, “White people, what are you doin’ here today? You from the FBI?” 



“No,” said a friend of his. “They’re Mormons.” 



“We are not Mormons,” I shouted back. 



“Then what are you?” asked a girl with a weave so high and complicated I wondered how her neck could support its weight. I also noticed she was sipping something out of a silver flask. I said: 



“Gimme a shot ‘o that hooch and I’ll tell you.” 



“You’re on,” she said, approaching me with it. Bentley and I watched her, stunned at how gracefully she walked as she balanced the mother of all headdresses. 



“No, Dad,” Bentley said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “You just got your six month chip. No booze for you.” I feigned disappointment and asked the girl, as loudly: 



“You got any weed?” One of her friends, who wore a blonde Farrah Fawcett-Majors wig, said: 



“Honey I got weed. I got smack. I got oxy…” I made to approach her and Bentley grabbed my collar. 



“We’ve got to go,” he said to me and our new friends. “We have to see Ms. Bowman.” 



“Oh,” said Farrah Fawcett-Majors, “then you’re going to need these.” She dug some blue pills out of her purse and offered them to us. Bentley shook his head, tapped the back of my legs with his cane and dragged me toward the front of the building. I gave Farrah a shrug of apology and held up a peace sign to everyone. At the base of the front stairs Bentley said, again, “We can still turn around.” 



“Good,” I said, turning around, “I really want to know how those blue pills feel.” Bentley laughed and we ascended the stairs. 





19 

Inside the building reminded me of Rowaneck High School as I remember it, in the 1980s; that is, not a penny had been spent on the décor—lighting, flooring, paint, furniture, accessories—in thirty years. Friday didn’t tell us when Talbot High was built and Evergreen abandoned to the poor minority population, but I’d guess it would be around 1984, the year I graduated. “These people need more than laptops,” said Bentley. 

I smelled pine cleaner and determined that, while shabby and generally dark, the building was clean. I mentioned this and then added: 



“The walkways are swept and there was no litter in the parking lot. No butts even.” 

Bentley nodded and we found the main office. I opened the door and held it for Bentley. 

Inside was the same. Old, frayed but clean carpet. Dull walls and lighting. Large PCs on which the three secretaries typed on WordPerfect. 



“Can I help you?” asked an old lady with gigantic glasses, a Raquel Welch collection wig and a pale purple polyester dress. The lady was polite and well groomed and, to me, seemed to represent the entire school. Old, cheap, but clean and well presented. 



“Hello. My name is Charlie Cash and this is my son,” I was about to say “Royce,” as was the plan, but Bentley interrupted me with: 



“Bentley.” He extended his right hand to the lady and she shook it firmly. She even smiled at him, like she found him handsome. I looked at Bentley through her eyes, or gigantic eyeglasses, and saw that in spite of his white hair, glass eye, fake teeth and unsteady gait, he was still very handsome. I wondered if the woman knew he was only…thirty-two, I think. “We’re here to see Ms. Bowman.” 



“Yes,” the woman said. “I’m Jocelyn, her secretary.” I loved secretaries who didn’t feel the need to call themselves executive assistants. Jocelyn shook my hand and added, 

“Please have a seat and I’ll let her know you’re here.” We both thanked Jocelyn and sat down on a couple of plastic chairs that were old, had been repaired at least once each, but were comfortable. Within seconds Jocelyn approached us and said, “Gentlemen, please come with me.” Sitting down and standing up were only a little less difficult for Bentley than getting in and out of a car. As he lifted himself with his cane I said: 



“You should just have remained standing.” He nodded and then followed Jocelyn into the principal’s office. 



“Ms. Bowman,” he said to a woman who looked like that actress Olivia Cole who was in 

“Roots,” “Backstairs at the White House,” and an after school special where she played guidance counselor to Maureen “Marcia Brady” McCormack as a troubled teenager. She wore a light brown suit with an orange scarf and gold earrings, necklace and bracelets. 

Now, I know very little about clothing and accessories, but Ms. Bowman’s clothing appeared to me to be more stylish and, probably, more expensive than her secretary’s and, you know, the school in general. It was just a feeling because, again, I can’t tell Versace from K-Mart. 
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“Hello,” she said, taking his right hand. 



“I’m Bentley Howard and this is my father, Charlie Cash.” They shook hands and then she and I did. She had no wedding or engagement ring on her left, or right, hands…just an observation. 



“It’s nice to meet you Mr. Howard…Mr. Cash.” 



“Thank you,” I said and we both sat in the wooden chairs in front of her large mahogany desk. I took a quick look around and determined that, like Bowman’s clothing, her desk was nicer than most in the school. The carpet was the same as in the outer office. The paint was fresher and lighter. Also, she didn’t use the overhead industrial light that hung from the ceiling, instead using strategically placed lamps that provided flattering light to her face and coloring. I thought that Ms. Bowman may be stuck at Evergreen, but she wasn’t going to let the school, however well maintained, diminish her. 



“Can I get you gentlemen coffee?” She indicated a higher end machine behind us, to the right of the office door. It wasn’t a cappuccino maker, but it wasn’t a ten dollar job, either. 



“Thank you, no,” Bentley said. “Dad?” I still wasn’t used to Bentley referring to me by that term and, so, shot him a look I was sure Ms. Bowman caught. 



“No, thank you,” I recovered quickly. 



“What brings you to Evergreen High School today?” she asked. “Jocelyn tells me you want to hire some of our students to do some work for you.” 



“Yes,” Bentley said before I could. “We’re renting a house in Wysteria that needs some work. Cleaning and painting, but that’s not why we wanted to speak to you.” Ms. 

Bowman didn’t think so, either, said her face. “We wouldn’t bother you with something one of your counselors could help us with.” This made her nod. I wasn’t sure if I liked Elinor Bowman. I liked Olivia Cole, a lot, which gave the principal early points. I didn’t know if she was trying to inspire with her designer suit and upscale desk or she was putting on airs. Bentley continued: 



“I have a company that produces television series and movies. I had an accident late last year from which I am recovering, slowly. I turned my work over to my mother and staff and am spending time with my father and his husband and their son while I get better.” I was floored. I was floored when Bentley went by his own name, without telling me, and more so that he was being completely honest about his job and life. I fully intended to do the talking, introducing him as Royce and bribing Bowman into letting me direct “My Fair Lady” in exchange for the laptops. Why, I wondered, had Bentley taken over? 
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“I’m sorry to hear about your injury, Mr. Howard,” the principal said. “I’m glad you’re able to spend time with your family as you recover.” She looked at me and smiled, not altogether sincerely. I returned a similar smile, I thought, and Bentley continued: 



“The area is very nice. I love the history of it. I have a condo in Miami and enjoy all of Florida. I need something to do, though, and so does Dad.” 



“And what would you like to do, Mr. Howard? Mr. Cash?” If Bowman tried to keep suspicion out of her voice she failed. My guess is she made no effort. 



“I want to direct ‘My Fair Lady,’” I said, flatly, before Bentley could say it nicely. 

Bowman was shocked and said so. Really, she said: 



“I’m shocked.” 



“You are?” I asked. 



“Well, yes.” 



“Why?” 



“Isn’t it obvious?” Bowman asked. 



“No,” I said, as flatly, and then looked at Bentley, whose eyes…eye told me he was annoyed. 



“Because ninety-eight percent of the students at Evergreen High School are black,” 

Bowman said, slowly, like I hadn’t noticed. 



“I know.” 



“Then why would you think ‘My Fair Lady’ is an appropriate choice?” Bowman sounded a little annoyed and was probably way annoyed. 



“So, we have an all-black cast. They do it all the time.” I looked from Bowman to Bentley, neither of whom encouraged me. “Someone just produced an ‘Annie’ movie with Jamie Foxx as Daddy Warbucks. I saw it in one of those redbox machines last year.” 

I looked from one to the other, again. No encouragement. No response. “Pearl Bailey in 

‘Hello Dolly?’ Oh, and Phylisha Raschad played the Sally Field role in an all-black ‘Steel Magnolias,’ also available on video.” 



“I understand about all-black casts, Mr. Cash.” 



“Excellent!” I said, thinking I had won her over. 



“But ‘My Fair Lady?’” She looked from me to Bentley and back to me. “Really?” 
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“So, they’re British. Idris Elba’s going to be the next James Bond.” 



“In the twenty-first century, Mr. Cash. Not the nineteenth.” Bowman was such a downer. 

I didn’t want to argue with her and was inches away from bringing up the laptops when Bentley took back over. 



“Ms. Bowman, Seth Hickey,” his tone asked her if she knew who he was. She nodded and he continued, “Mr. Hickey asked my father to direct ‘My Fair Lady’ at Talbot High this spring.” 



“And why aren’t you?” she asked me. Me. Bentley, however, responded: 



“Because we understand they have the resources to hire,” he mentioned a Broadway director whose name neither Bowman nor I recognized and I can’t remember, but we got his point. 



“A large budget. Sets. Professional costumes. An orchestra. Why wouldn’t you agree to Mr. Hickey’s offer?” Bowman asked, indicating she knew our friend fairly well. 



“‘cuz that’s no fun,” I said. “Where’s the challenge? The kids have acting teachers, voice and dialect coaches…dressers! Who wants to deal with all that baggage?” 



“And you think the students at Evergreen don’t come with their own challenges? 



“Oh, I know they do,” I said. “I was offered Darvaset in the parking lot.” I laughed as I remembered the girl telling me I would need it to endure Bowman. 



“There’s nothing funny about children taking and distributing drugs in this school, Mr. 

Cash.” 



“I know, Ms. Bowman,” I said, and figured she needed an explanation. “I only smiled 

‘cuz the chick who offered it to me said I’d need it to tolerate you.” 



“Dad!” Bentley shouted. 



“Oh, be quiet,” I said to him. “Your approach may work in Hollywood Boulevard boardrooms, but I ran a brothel.” Oops! “In Nevada. It was perfectly legal,” was my quick recovery. 



“Mr. Cash, Mr. Howard,” she was going to throw us out. “I appreciate your interest in Evergreen High School. If you would like to make a donation to our building fund…” 



“Oh, knock it off, Bowman,” I snapped. 



“Dad…” 
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“You, too, Blondie.” I wanted to enjoy Bentley’s shock at this remark but didn’t have time. “We don’t want to donate to your building fund. We will, however, donate a new laptop to every single student in this school, pre-programmed to prevent them from visiting porno sites, by the way,” it was Linden’s idea…a great one. “on the condition that you let us produce and direct ‘My Fair Lady’ this spring.” 



“Mr. Cash, even if I believed…” 



“Ms. Bowman my son is Bentley Howard, whose production company has produced 

‘Lady Lake Doggie Refuge,’ ‘The Maitlands of Montverde,’ ‘Stable Boys,’ ‘Winter Key,’ ‘An Elite Force,’ several Iris Jones TV movies and…” I looked at Bentley, “some other stuff, I think.” Bentley just shook his head at me. “I assure you we will give every one of your students a new, state-of-the-art computer because we have seven hundred of them in the truck outside.” I looked at the corner office’s windows, determined which overlooked the parking lot, and opened the blinds behind Bowman. Oh, and then I screamed because some of the kids had broken into the truck and were opening the individual boxes. “NO FUCKIN’ WAY!” I shouted. Then I grabbed Bentley’s cane, threw open the window and hurled myself through it. I landed beautifully and booked across the piece-of-shit lawn to the parking lot, waving the cane and shouting, “You put that shit back you little twats!!!” I reached the truck quickly and began swatting everyone who had a laptop in his hand, which was about seven people. We had gotten more than we needed in case some of the teachers didn’t have one or it wasn’t as sophisticated, so it was OK if some broke as I beat the fuck out of the students who were stealing them. I got struck a couple of times in the face and stomach, but I didn’t feel a thing I was so jazzed and, well, I was so used to getting hit in the face. 



How grand was it for me to find Bentley, Bowman, Jocelyn and the other two secretaries had followed me through the window and were also trying to retrieve the computers an increasing number of students were trying to take. 



All of a sudden someone whistled really loudly and we all stopped. I’m wrong, all the kids stopped, having recognized it as someone who, it seemed, had some authority. The kids stopped and then the rest of us stopped. Then the kids either gave up the tug of war they were having over a computer, or put down one that they had secured or, and I loved this, returned computers with which they had already absconded. I looked from the broken cane that I had in my right hand, to the Farrah Fawcett Major wig I had in my other, to Bentley. He looked at Bowman and so did I. We both saw her looking at the young man who earlier said, “Yo, white people,” and asked us if we were from the FBI. 

He then approached Jocelyn and asked her if she was OK. 



“Yes, Horace. Thank you.” She looked from him to the other main office secretaries, both of whom seemed OK, too. Horace looked at Ms. Bowman and then Bentley. “Sir?” the young man asked, having determined Bentley was disabled. He had enjoyed a tug-of-war over a laptop and was OK and nodded. “White man?” Horace asked, which made me smile and say: 
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“I was punched in my face and stomach, I’ll have you know.” Then I tasted blood on my upper lip and shouted, “Fuck!” and then said, “Sorry” to Jocelyn and her friends. “Now I’m going to need some painkillers.” I looked around. “Anyone got anything?” Bentley busted out laughing, in spite of himself. So did Horace and some of the other kids. 

Bowman looked at me warmly. I smiled back, put on the Farrah Fawcett Majors wig and said, “and some pink coral lipstick and midnight blue eyeliner to go with my new hair.” 

And Bowman and everyone else busted out laughing. 



Twenty minutes later there was a line of students in front of the truck. Bentley and I had shucked our sports jackets and, with Jocelyn, Anne and Wanda’s help, were distributing the new computers to the entire student body, one letter of the alphabet at a time. The maintenance staff helped us establish the lines. Wanda had printed out a list of the student body. Some of the faculty were helping with crowd control. Someone else downloaded the original broadway album of “My Fair Lady” and was playing it over the huge honkin’ 

speakers of his pimped out car. 



I found a moment to speak to Ms. Bowman privately and said, “Thank you for indulging us. I didn’t mean to cause this drama. I really just want to volunteer doing something I’m good at.” 



“I understand, Mr. Cash, and I’m grateful.” 



“Please, call me Charlie,” was something I didn’t often say. 



“And call me Elinor.” I nodded and she looked at my face, hard. I held a bag of ice over my nose for a few minutes, but as it didn’t appear to be swelling up, I abandoned it. I said: 



“It’ll be fun, I hope.” 



“I think it will,” Elinor said. “And I think putting on competing ‘My Fair Ladys’ is going to be a large part of that fun.” 



“Oh my God!” I shouted, it having just occurred to me. “It is. It is!!!” 







I never did any mainstage plays when I was at Boston College. As a freshman I tried out for a murder mystery that was their first play of the ’84-’85 season. I forget the name. It will occur to me. The one that was made into a movie with Michael Caine, Dyan Cannon and Christopher Reeve. I didn’t get a call back. Instead I tried out for the Boston College Chorale. The school’s choir. I made it, though I think every boy who tried out made it. C. 

Alexander Peloquin, the chorale director, put me in with the tenors, though I could barely hit the notes. The BC Chorale needed tenors and they stuck me in that section even though I’m a natural baritone. 
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I know. Factinating… 



I auditioned for “My Mother’s Fleabag” as a sophomore and did shows with them through my senior year. That and the chorale made me well known among the traditional theater folks, one of whom was a fella my age named Tak. He was from Thailand, though he spoke English so well he could have been from New Jersey or Maine. Tak was short for something super long that I can’t remember and couldn’t pronounce when I knew him. Ditto his last name, which started with a V. 



Tak was a screaming queen but was closeted. He wasn’t a great actor. I saw him in “Our Town.” Yeah, Boston College put on “Our Town.” And “The Miracle Worker.” Standard stuff. Dull stuff. “Tea and Sympathy.” EEEEK!. Tak had a small part as the drunken organist. He was terrible. He couldn’t play drunk. He overdid it, terribly. I asked a friend of mine who was in the play who he was and how he was cast and she told me his full name and that he had been a child pop star in Thailand. That made me laugh. Really hard. 

Neither pretty nor charismatic, young Tak must have had an amazing voice, or a really good agent, for him to have been a popular singer, even in Thailand. Seriously. 



I knew Tak from “Our Town” and Tak knew me from “My Mother’s Fleabag.” The fall of my senior year that same friend who told me about him advised me that Tak was taking a directing class that required him to do a play. He chose a drawing room murder mystery called “Murder Among Friends.” It had been produced in New York City in the 70s with Jack Cassidy, the gay husband of Shirley Jones and father of David, Patrick and Sean. His leading lady was Janet Leigh. The play closed in a week. “You should try out,” 

my friend, Ellen was her name, said. “There are parts in it for two bisexual guys.” Cutting edge stuff for the BC Theater Department. 



I had no interest in Tak or the play and so I didn’t audition. I thought I might see it, out of curiosity, but then forgot about it altogether. That is, until Ellen suggested a meal in the Eagle’s Nest, one of two cafeterias in the McElroy, the student center building, at least when I was there. I showed up to find her sitting with good ‘ol Tak. I was annoyed but also curious. I thought I knew why he wanted to meet me and, so, joined them to see if I was right. After introductions and mutual praise, “You are so funny in ‘Fleabag,’” and, 

“You were amazing in ‘Our Town,’” Tak said, “The guy I cast as,” I can’t remember the name of the character I played. John? Larry? “isn’t working out and would you consider taking the role?” It was one of the bisexual guys. A supporting role. He has an affair the Janet Leigh character and the Jack Cassidy character and then winds up getting murdered at the end of the first act. 



“When does it go on?” I asked. Tak said: 



“Seven days.” We met on a Sunday and it opened on Friday, so it was more like five. 

Five days to learn a lot of lines and blocking and then perform. Without reading the script or meeting the cast or considering any other thing, I said: 26 

“OK.” He handed me a script and said: 



“I’m on my way to rehearsal right now.” 



“OK.” 



“Can you come?” he asked. 



“I think I better,” I said, thanking Ellen and following Tak to the black box at Robsham Theater. 



“My Mother’s Fleabag” required last minute memorization of sketches, most of which we wrote right before our shows. Senior year of high school I had learned my lines for 

“Long Day’s Journey Into Night” in a weekend senior year of high school. Later, when Linden, Thomas, Malachi and I visited Boston College to see a “My Mother’s Fleabag” 

performance in 2004(?) and I discovered the current cast was using a sketch I had written fifteen years before, I crashed the stage and reprised my role in it. What I’m trying to say is, for all my forgetting names and dates, I had a near photographic memory for dialogue. 

Showing that off was more exciting to me than being in Tak’s dreadful play…until I met the leading man. 



Bob Turrell, who had been on my floor freshman year, was Jack Cassidy. I didn’t recognize him at first because he was super fat when I knew him. Sophomore year, I learned, he came out and began running and lifting weights. He spent junior year in Amsterdam running and lifting more weights, and returned to BC all buff and hot, and I got to kiss him in the show. Yay for me! A woman named Tatia…something Russian, played the Janet Leigh role. She was a transfer from a school in Texas. Tatia was very pretty in an exotic way. She was a native Texan but had no accent. She was also a stripper at several gentlemen’s clubs in and around Boston. It’s how she paid for school. I got to kiss her, too, which was fine because she was a good time and pretty and while girls don’t arouse me, except for Samia at that strip club on I-75 in Florida in 2006, they don’t bother me. 



There were three other cast members. A couple who attend a dinner party at the main characters’ apartment, and a thief who appears briefly in the second act and who also kisses Tatia. 



OK, so, everyone was super nice to me and I knew the people who played the visiting couple. Greg and Marta. The guy who played the thief was named…I don’t know, let’s say Doug. We did a read through for my benefit. I was shocked that everyone but Doug, who had the smallest role, was still on book, which meant they hadn’t memorized their lines. Yikes, if I were Tak I would have throttled them for being so close to opening and still referring to their scripts. Good grief. After the run-through they showed me all my blocking. Then Tak said I could go so I could learn lines at home. I nearly suggested he let everyone go so we could all learn lines at home but I controlled myself.  I said goodbye to the cast, who continued rehearsing the second act, and hit the road. 
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Senior year I lived in an apartment off campus with a girl who all but moved in to her girlfriend’s apartment in the same building so I pretty much had the place to myself. I stayed up most of the night learning my lines, and I had the most in the first act in spite of being the second male lead. I fell asleep at four a.m. after getting a decent grasp on the dialogue. I woke up at nine the following morning and continued memorizing, missing two classes which were guts (easy courses). Confident I knew my lines, and most of everyone else’s first act lines, I took a nap, waking up just in time to make six o’clock rehearsal. 



Everyone was there but Doug, who couldn’t make it but it wasn’t a big deal because his part was small and easy and he had it down. Tak was late, which I thought was cheeky, he being the director and all. Marta told me he was having a family crisis and had been stressed and spending a lot of time on the phone to Thailand. Bob said, “We think he came out to his parents on the phone and they’re freaking out threatening to pull him from Boston College, which they blame for making him gay.” That made me laugh as BC 

was among the least gay colleges in the country, in spite of my brother Thomas, me, Bob, Tak and all the guys I fucked for four years. Greg suggested we run lines and my four castmates opened their scripts while mine remained closed on my lap. 



My friends went berserk over my being off-book. It was a good time. Tatia closed her script, to see if she knew all her lines. She struggled for more than half, and I fed her more than half of the lines she missed. Good times! 



Tak showed up as we were going through the second act. The others asked him if he was OK and he said yes. We then began the first act. None of us held scripts for the run-through with blocking. Tak noticed I was off-book but said only, “OK. Good,” which totally pissed me off. I mean, really. I only took the role in the insipid play to show off my memorization ability and that’s all the praise the director gave me for it. I liked Tak up until then. Actually, I didn’t. But I didn’t dislike him, either. I would have quit on the spot except I wanted to kiss the now-hot Bob Turrell and Tatia was a good time and interesting and Greg and Marta were fun, too. 



Monday we ran through the play. Tuesday and Wednesday we ran through the play again, with Doug. Thursday we did a dress rehearsal with a black box full of other theater students and some chorale and Fleabag and other people. Most of them left at intermission. I wanted to, ‘cuz my character was dead, but I thought it would be rude. 



After the show was over I went back to my apartment and tried to go to sleep. I couldn’t for thinking how boring and awful the play was. I spent ninety minutes brooding about it and then got up. I wanted to speak to someone but my friends and most of my siblings were probably all in bed. “Sean,” I said, because he was touring in Portland, Oregon, the city to which he and his wife would move. I told him about the dull play and everyone walking out at intermission and Tak really just wanting to watch me and Bob go at it onstage and whine, whine, whine. Then my brother said, “If Bob wants to see you and the other guy get it on, then get it on.” 
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“Huh?” I said, though I knew what he meant. 



“Go nuts on stage, with the guy and the girl. You said she was a stripper, right?” 



“Oh, yeah. Gypsy!” 



“Right, so she’s used to performing sexual acts onstage.” Right… “And Rob— ” 



“Bob.” 



“He’s gay, right. And he doesn’t mind kissing you on stage, so maybe he won’t mind sixty-nining and giving it to you in the butt.” 



“I’m a top,” I said to my brother, truthfully. He responded by laughing so hard I thanked him for his advice and said goodnight. When I got over Sean’s assuming I was a bottom, which would be fine if I was, I thought about his suggestion. I thought about it as I tried to get back to sleep. Then I fantasized about getting it on with Bob, beat off and went right to sleep. 



The next morning Tatia called me at seven-thirty a.m. and said, “Breakfast. Walsh Hall. 

Now.” I dressed and booked over to that dorm’s cafeteria. She, Bob, Greg, Marta and Doug were waiting for me and even ordered for me. Pancakes. Lots of them. As I began eating Bob said: 



“The play is really boring,” and no one disagreed. “Even our friends left at intermission.” 



“That’s because I wasn’t in the second act. Duh!” I said with my mouth full. 



“We want to make it worth watching,” Tatia said. “So…” she and Bob exchanged a knowing look, “when the characters who are supposed to kiss do so, we thought instead they should,” 



“Have sex!” I shouted. This made everyone laugh but Doug, who said: 



“Have you told this to Tak?” 



“Hell no,” said Marta, even though she wasn’t sure ‘cuz she hadn’t been in on the idea. 

Bob and Tatia admitted they had not. 



“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Doug said, to which Tatia pouted: 



“You mean you don’t want to have sex with me?” She jiggled her chest and ran her foot up his leg. 
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“Please, don’t,” Doug said. I think he was straight, but he was still a wet blanket and loser for not seeing that their plan would save ‘Murder Among Friends’ from failing, again. Bob said: 



“Doug, Tak only chose this play so he could see two guys kiss. He couldn’t think it was a good play.” 



“It closed in less than a week,” Greg reminded him. 



“So, what, are you really going to have sex?” he said, all spiteful. 



“No,” Bob assured him. “If Christian’s OK with it, he and Tatia are going to make out and remove their clothing down to their underwear. Then come to their senses and continue to the scene. Same thing with him and me and me and her and you and her.” 



“Forget it. Even if Tak knew about it I wouldn’t do it. It’s stupid. The play is fine. I’m not going to do it.” 



“Then we need you to quit,” I said. Marta, Bob and Tatia looked at me, concerned. I looked at Greg, who knew where I was going, and said, to Doug. “I can learn your role in three minutes.” 



“You think?” The rest of the cast looked at him, silently telling him they all thought I could learn it in thirty seconds. 



“I’m telling Tak,” Doug said, picking up his tray as if to leave. I slapped it down on the table and snarled: 



“You do and I’ll call your parents and tell them we’re lovers.” This made Marta, Bob and Tatia gasp and Greg laugh. 



“You do it and I’ll kill you,” Doug said, causing me to laugh. Mortified he asked “How would you know where they live?” 



“Because I’m fucking half the men in the registrar’s office.” It was a lie, because I was fucking them all…hahahaha. 



“Why are you doing this?” Doug whined to all of us. 



“Because,” Tatia said, with kindness, “Tak is in the closet. He chose as gay a play as he could and cast very attractive men in it. Including you, Doug. He didn’t choose ‘Murder Among Friends,’ because it’s good or clever. It’s not entertaining. People who love us walked out on it. What is the rest of the audience going to do tomorrow night?” Doug had no answer. Marta said: 
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“If you don’t want to make out with Tatia…dry hump her through your briefs and her thong…pull her hair and pinch her exposed nipples…finger her pussy and her asshole…” 



“Would you stop, Bob?” Doug said. Greg: 



“If you don’t want to do it, fine. But please don’t mention anything to Tak. We’ll do it opening night and if he objects, we’ll go back to the normal way.” 



Blah blah blah, Doug finally agreed. Then he left first. Then I said to the others, “I’ll learn his stuff tonight.” The others thought it was a good idea and thanked me. 



Doug showed up Friday night. The small theater was only half full. We began the show as usual. Early in the first act I had to kiss Tatia. When it was time for it we grabbed each other and began making out like starving, desperate hungry animals. I started laughing and Tatia bit my lip to make me stop. My shirt was already open, per the script and blocking. Tatia tore it off. I put one hand up her shirt and the other down the back of her pants. We tongue kissed so hard her stomach began digesting mine. HAHAHAHA. That was funny! We were so out of control. We so hit the floor running. The audience didn’t know how to react at first. Ultimately they began cat calling and hooting for us. I lifted Tatia’s shirt and began kissing her neck and her collar bone. She lifted her bra up and I put my mouth over her left breast. That made the audience gasp, almost as one. Tatia pushed me away and put down her shirt, she continued the dialogue as we pulled ourselves together. I so had a woodie, ‘cuz I was twenty-one and everything gave me a woodie. I proudly displayed its outline through my pants to the audience. It got applause. 

I focused and we continued the scene. 



Later, Bob’s character and mine were supposed to kiss. I was in the same clothing, though my shirt was buttoned. Bob wore a suit. We clamped our mouths on each other as hard and rough as Tatia and I had earlier. Off came his suit jacket. Off came my shirt. 

Bob took off his shirt as he both sucked and pinched my nipples. I dropped my pants, again revealing an erection. I had sewed up my boxer shorts so it wouldn’t spring out. It couldn’t have been any more obvious if it had. Bob finally dropped his pants and we rubbed our boners against each other through the fabric of my boxers and his white briefs, kissing hard and angry as we did. Then he pushed me away and we continued the scene. So turned on was I and, you know, into hot Bob that I didn’t hear the audience shouting and clapping for us. I also didn’t see a dozen people leave the theater or hear the boos from the rest of the small audience. Tatia and Bob got it on together, either before or after he and I did. I think it was before. I was in the back, practicing Doug’s lines with Marta and Greg while Doug was…I don’t know, somewhere else. 



At intermission our theater friends who had come to the show booked backstage to ask us what the fuck was going on. So many of them were there that Tak couldn’t get near us to either compliment or condemn our behavior. I withdrew from the crowd of shocked attendees to hit the men’s room to rub one out. It was among the fastest j/o sessions I ever had. When I returned to the dressing room area Tak was berating Bob, Tatia, Greg and Marta, who were completely honest about knowing what we planned to do. “Christian,” 



31 

he said in an angry tone that made me want to laugh in his face and ask him to sing the popular Thai hit that shot him to the top of the Asian charts. “Where have you been?” 



“Shooting a load in the boys room. Wow, I hit the ceiling so hard I busted a tile.” Tak was mortified. Everyone else laughed. Tak said: 



“I want you to know that Doug was so disgusted by your behavior he quit the show!” 



“That’s OK, I learned his lines,” I said casually. 



“When did you have time?” Tak made the mistake of asking. 



“Are you kidding me???” I asked, super mad. “ARE YOU REALLY ASKING ME 

THAT?” Tak blanched. “I memorized my part in less than twenty four hours. I took it at the last minute, thus saving your ass and our little sex scenes are the only reason anyone is sticking around for the second act.” Tak found the courage to say: 



“Ten people left already. While you and Bob were going off on each other.” 



“Two dozen of our friends left during intermission at the dress rehearsal. That means things are looking up, Tak.” 



“I can’t have it. You shouldn’t be disrespecting the work.” 



“The work sucks, Tak,” said Greg. 



“It’s a terrible play,” said Marta. “Boring and stupid.” 



“What were you thinking choosing it?” Tatia said, kind of harshly because she was pissed he didn’t appreciate her tittie show. 



“What are you doing later?” Bob asked me, tongue-in-cheek. 



“I’m doing you,” I told him. 



“Will you be…ready again?” he asked. 



“I’m hard now,” I said and everyone but Tak busted out laughing. 



“You better not do this anymore,” Tak said. “You better not!” 



“Shut up, Tak,” I said. “Or go home. This isn’t your play anymore. This is ours.” It was such a line. So stupid and dramatic, I laughed at myself. 



“I could get in trouble!” he whined. “My grade depends on this.” I ignored him, advising the others to take their places as the second act was about to start. Tak continued whining 32 

and then sputtered and then I don’t know what because we all left him in the dressing room. 



Imagine how we all felt when the second act began and we discovered there were more people than in the first. The black box was by no means full, but a net twenty more people were in the audience. That meant thirty heard about our sex show during the fifteen minute intermission and showed up; this, before cell phones with cameras and video were invented. Hah! 



The second act went fine and I entered as the thief, using a different voice and with my hair combed differently. Tatia and I went at it again. We actually stood behind the couch. 

She bent over, letting her titties fall out of her dress. I hiked up her dress, dropped my pants and dry humped her ass through my boxers, and my dick was hard again. As she, Bob and I had done earlier, we pulled ourselves together, and I apparently pulled my penis out of Tatia’s vagina, and we continued the scene and ended the show to wild applause and a standing ovation. 



Well, I was beat so I said goodbye to everyone and went back to my apartment. I said goodbye to the cast and some of the audience members, all of whom gushed and wanted to know more about our live sex acts and whose idea was it and other nonsense. I couldn’t sleep so I smoked, read and watched late night television. The following day I woke up to find a message on my answering machine. It was Tak. He said the rest of the performances were canceled per the dean of students. I grunted a bit and then took a shower and began my day. 



At lunch in the Eagle’s Nest with non-theater friends I was approached by people I knew and didn’t know, who both saw and just heard about the performance. I chatted graciously with every person, though I quickly got tired of people lamenting the injustice of the rest of the performances being canceled. There were supposed to be Saturday and Sunday matinees and a Saturday night show. None would happen and that was fine with me. 



Bob and Tatia caught up with me later at dinner in another cafeteria. They said we had inspired other students, theater majors and others, to start their own company and do shows Boston College wouldn’t sanction. “Where?” I asked. 



“There are some empty storefronts in Newton Center,” Bob said. 



“They want us to do ‘Murder Among Friends’ again.” I groaned and said: 



“Can we just fuck for them and forget the stupid play?” They both laughed and I said, 

“Their creating a company overnight seems kinda fast.” Bob explained that there was talk about it but that our goings on sealed it. “Good,” I said and then asked Bob if he wanted to fuck and Tatia if she wanted to watch and masturbate. They agreed and we went to her apartment and got it on for a while, then had a late night dinner at a Thai place, curiously enough, and then got it on again and fell asleep together in her bed. 
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That spring the alternative BC student theater company put on “Hair” in a storefront in Newton Center. I heard it was good and well attended and there was nudity. I also heard Tak was in it, that he sang well and also got nude. Bless his heart, he might have gotten a boyfriend, too. I wasn’t sure. 



I hadn’t told Thomas about “Murder Among Friends” because it happened so fast, and then it was boring, and then it was explicit. He was an active enough alum and sufficiently close to the school’s theater community that he heard. He didn’t call me or say anything about the play or the scandal it caused getting cancelled and everything. 

And I didn’t call him. I did call Sean, however, first to tell him that my costars had the same idea he did and that we got it on later. “Did she use a strap-on on you?” Sean asked, and then laughed and then I hung up and then I called him right back and we laughed together. 
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Chapter 3 

Getting started 



After the computer distribution in the parking lot Elinor Bowman invited Bentley and me to check out the Evergreen High auditorium. 



“Oh my…” I said when she unlocked and opened one of three sets of doors leading into what had once been a grand theater. Not as large as Rowaneck High’s but not as small as Montverde’s, which you’ll recall was a miniature Paris Opera House. It was nearly as ornate, though. It had all kinds of molding and…I don’t know what the terms are. Painted muses and fabric covered chairs. A gigantic red curtain with gold tassles. A modest balcony with a spotlight. I imagined it in its heyday and my heart skipped a beat it was so beautiful. Presently, everything was broken and rotting. The fabric on the chairs was worn and, in some cases completely missing. Ditto the backs and arms. The curtain appeared to be half eaten by rats. There were several holes in the ceiling. A couple of the large windows, also covered by rotting curtains, were busted. They were hard to reach and not a standard size. Replacing them, apparently, was too difficult and expensive. The spotlight appeared hollow and rusty. Everything was falling apart. I felt as if I walked onto the set of “Beneath the Planet of the Apes” or “Logan’s Run.” “Oh, Elinor…” I said as I felt beads of sweat on my forehead and upper lip. 



“No air-conditioning, either,” said the principal. 



“Is it even safe to be in here?” Bentley asked. 



“No,” Elinor said. “It’s why it’s locked.” 



“Well, there isn’t anything to steal,” I observed. 



“Is it restorable?” Bentley asked. “Have you had an architect look at it?” Elinor nodded. 



“It’s not. We would have tear it down and rebuild it.” A beat. “It’s not in the budget.” 

That was clear. For a moment I thought of assuming the cost myself, but then I thought of how many pets could be spayed & neutered for a gazillion dollars and dismissed the idea in seconds. The computers were a necessity for students in the 21st century. Having a lovely auditorium would be nice, but it wasn’t essential. Elinor cleared her throat, as if what she was about to say required an effort. “Talbot High is required to let us use their theater.” 



“I bet they love that,” Bentley said. 



“Hell no,” said I. “We’ll perform in the Wysteria Hotel’s ballroom.” 



“Good idea,” Bentley said, as confident as I that we could secure permission from the family that owned it with a few phone calls. Elinor gestured that it was time to leave the sad theater. She closed and locked the door and then led us to the parking lot. 
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“I have a full day today but I would like to meet with you to set up a schedule, budget and other things.” 



“A production meeting,” Bentley said. “At the café?” I nodded and the three of us agreed to meet for lunch that Saturday. As we exited the building Elinor asked: 



“Does the ballroom have a piano?” I recalled that it did and said so. “Good, that means we won’t have to use mine.” Bentley and I both stopped midway down the stairs to stare at the principal. “I’ve been playing since I was five years old.” 



“Excellent,” said Bentley, sincerely. 



“Yes,” I said, half-heartedly. 



“Don’t worry Mr. Cash.” 



“Charlie,” I offered. 



“Don’t worry, Charlie,” Elinor said, “you’ll have your fun.” I smirked. “And I’ll be there to keep you from beating any students over the head with your son’s cane.” I smiled. She paused, gathered herself and said, to both of us, “I appreciate what you’ve done. So many people talk and maybe write a check and then disappear.” 



“Oh,” Bentley said. “This play is going to happen.” He produced television shows and movies. A high school play is nothing to Bentley Howard. 



“It might not be better than Talbot High’s,” I said, “but it’ll be way more interesting.” 



“I am sure of that,” Elinor said, shaking both our hands. “I’ll see you on Saturday.” 







Bentley, Linden, Wyn and I had a pre-production meeting meeting in the Somewhere in Time Café shortly after we got back from the school. I kind of wanted Friday to be there, just because the idea of producing the show was hers. I would fill her in later. 



We ordered tofurkey and avocado sandwiches which Angela made herself as Chef Ernest had the day off. “Will you cook tonight?” I asked her. 



“Lenore will give me a hand. Chef prepared everything. It’ll be easy.” I didn’t recall a day he had taken off before, though maybe I just wasn’t aware of it. After serving our sandwiches Angela joined us as she often did. She held Wyn in her lap and spoon-fed him peaches we brought with us. Bentley and I had already told Linden about our visit to the school. I brought Angela up-to-speed with a shorter version I ended with: 



“What do you think of using the ballroom for rehearsals and the show?” 
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“It’s a great idea!” she said, loudly. Then she blushed, looked both ways and laughed at herself. As usual. Linden asked: 



“How much is this play going to cost and how much of it are we going to assume?” 



“We can’t expect anything from the school,” I began with the obvious. “We could fundraise within the community for costume rental and an orchestra.” 



“Ooooo, an orchestra.” Angela said. 



“You can’t do ‘My Fair Lady’ without a string section,” I said. “The music requires it.” 

No one disagreed. Linden said: 



“I’ll go online and buy the rights when we get home.” 



“We need to find someone who can design marketing materials,” Bentley said. 



“The easy answer is to hire and pay someone,” I began, “or contact my brother,” Thomas, 

“but we need to get as many students and community people involved as we can.” 

Bentley nodded and said, just to confirm for himself: 



“My company could pay every expense relating to this show, but what would be the point?” 



“Where would be the fun?” I added. 



“Riiiiiight,” Angela said, getting it. “You should get students to design a poster. Someone who’s artistic.” 



“Exactly,” I said. 



“And a program,” I nodded as I took a bite of my sandwich. “They can sell ads for the program. To local merchants.” 



“Yes,” Bentley spoke for me and Linden, as our mouths were full. 



“We need to rent lights, too,” I said after swallowing. 



“And build sets,” Linden said after swallowing. 



“And rent props and furniture,” Bentley said and then took a bite. Angela: 



“You could just move the lobby furniture into the ballroom,” Angela said as Linden and I also continued to eat. “At least for Henry Higgins’ house.” Bentley, Linden and I all 37 

chewed and nodded, because it was a great idea. Jazzed, Angela continued, “I can provide snacks to the students when they come after school.” 



“Oh?” I said, in spite of my mouth being full. 



“Yes. You don’t want them drinking soda and eating chips. They need brain food so they can concentrate.” Bentley, Linden and I looked at each other and nodded. Wyn spat out some peaches and then laughed and we did, too. Bless Angela’s heart, offering to feed the cast wasn’t necessary, but Angela wanted to participate and so she was in charge of nutrition. I said: 



“We’ll need to recruit students for lighting and sound. Stage hands. Ushers…” 



“Publicity,” Linden said. 



“Can anyone sew? We could involve more people if some of the kids could sew costumes.” 



“Does anyone know how to sew these days?” Angela asked. I thought of Joan making her own clothing, including her Helen Adams School of Ballroom Dancing gown. “We could ask Joan to do it. She could even teach some of the kids.” 



“But could she design the costumes?” Bentley asked. “Ascot? Ball gowns?” I didn’t think she could. She would want to try, though, if I asked her. I just didn’t know if she had that much talent. My expression told Bentley and Angela what I thought of Joan doing “My Fair Lady” costumes. I looked from them to Linden, who stopped chewing his tofurkey and avocado sandwich. He began breathing heavily, through his nose and then his open, and full mouth. 



“Linden?” I asked, concerned. His eyes were vacant as he was clearly somewhere else. 

“Honey…?” We never called each other honey or any other thing, except to be silly, which I tried to be to mask my genuine concern. My husband remained in his fugue state, actually falling deeper into it as he began to sweat and his body began to shake. Bentley, Angela and Wyn also realized something was going on with Linden. Bentley and Angela looked from him to me, wanting answers. Wyn, bless his heart, got right to the point and just shouted, loud enough to bring his father to his senses. Back on earth, Linden spat his food into a napkin and said two words: 



“Jessica Polaski.” 



Much quicker than Linden, Bentley began breathing heavily, through his nose and then mouth. His eyes also went vacant, and he also began to sweat and shake. I noticed all of this in the moment it took me to take a sip of water into my mouth, swoosh it around to get as many remnants of my sandwich as possible, and swallow. Then I hurled myself across the table and gave my husband the biggest kiss of our lives…OK, of the day. But 38 

it was BIG. Angela sat stunned while Wyn, satisfied Daddy Linden was OK, pooped in his diaper. 



“What?” Angela asked, kind of loud. She didn’t blush or look both ways, though. Instead, she asked, “Who is Jessica Polaski?” Bentley recovered quickly and said: 



“An old friend of ours.” Yes, she was. “She’s a very talented clothing designer.” 



“Really?” Angela asked. I was too busy kissing on my husband to notice her expression, but Bentley later told me Angela seemed confused about our reactions. We would have liked to tell Angela all about Jessica’s talent and her and Abigail making our English class’ “Coven” outfits. We couldn’t, though. We would have revealed too much. We couldn’t do it then. I let go of my husband and returned to my seat. Bentley said:  



“You know, Jessica doesn’t need to design traditional costumes.” 



“You’re right,” Linden said. I just shook my head, so excited and trying hard to remain calm and absorb the opportunity. “She also might not be available to do it.” That she wouldn’t be interested never occurred to any of us. 



“I’ll get on Facebook while you’re getting the rights,” I told my husband. I stuffed the rest of my sandwich in my mouth and prepared to go. 



“No ice cream?” Angela said, kind of disappointed. 



“He’s too excited,” Linden told her for me. “We need to go or he won’t be able to think of anything else.” 



“I’ll stay,” Bentley said. To Angela, “If you get us dessert I’ll change my little brother.” 

As worked up as I was about contacting Jessica, I was so struck by Bentley calling Wyn his brother I had to sit back down for a moment. “What?” he said to me, cheekily, as Angela handed Wyn over. I took a couple of breaths and swallowed my food, but before I could respond Bentley said, “Go. Call Jessica. Tell her to bring Peter. Where are they, anyway?” I thought about their online postings and said, “Taiwan. She’s designing something for some company and he’s teaching English as a second language.” 



“Which means he’s learning Chinese?” Bentley asked. 



“Not so dumb our boy.” My son nodded as he found a diaper in his brother’s bag. 



Linden and I left Bentley to pay for lunch. As we passed Brandon at the desk I said, quickly, “We’re going to need to put on ‘My Fair Lady’ in the ballroom with a bunch of black kids.” 



“Sure thing,” he replied, as if I had just told him I need extra towels in my room. Linden stopped to explain. Brandon determined we had someplace to go and so said: 39 

 

“I’ll get the details from Angela and ‘Royce.’” Linden and I went out the front door and three blocks to the right. 



“You know,” I said. “Angela feeding the kids at rehearsal isn’t a bad idea.” 



“I agree. Who knows what they eat at school or home. Or how much.” 



“Do you think that’s what she thought when she offered to help?” 



“You mean instead of just wanting to participate?” Linden asked. We both thought about it and I said: 



“Her husband’s a principal in the school district. She probably knows a lot about Evergreen High.” Linden nodded. 



“I think you’re right. She’s got an opportunity to give these kids a decent meal.” 



“Assuming what they get at school or home is decent,” I observed. Linden and I got to our house, booked up the three steps to the porch and burst through the front door surprising Gladys, Harley and Asa. We both stopped as they got up and greeted us. 

Linden held my arm and said: 



“We need to calm down.” We both took breaths and then loved on each of our pups before firing up our computers. 



“This is going to be good,” I said as I rubbed Harley’s belly. 



“I think it is,” Linden said getting licks from Gladys as he scratched Asa’s back. We continued to love on the three babies and then I started breathing heavy, first through my nose and then mouth. Then my eyes got all vacant and I began sweating, or I pretended to because the A/C was on super high. I shook, though. Hard. Linden said, “OK, what?” and I said: 



“The pups can be the Ascot horses.” Linden smiled, nodded and said: 



“Sweet.” 







My greedy little brother was all about acquiring money, but he wasn’t always about keeping it. He didn’t spend much on himself, enjoying a standard of living that was generally middle class. Like our parents, he wasn’t impressed with material things. My mother had just a handful of jewelry and a couple of super nice dresses. My father’s wardrobe was pricier and broader, but that was because he was a Wall Street executive. 

Our parents were thrifty, so they could afford to straighten all our teeth and send us all to 40 

college. Matthew and Rosalie didn’t have those expenses, and his salary dwarfed our father’s, but their house wasn’t extraordinary. Nor were their wardrobes or vehicles. 



In the mid ’00s, when Matthew sold the Superior Bodies brand name to Hassler, he arranged for revenue from the sale and dividends and licensing and all that to come to me. He also created a trust for Sean and Brigid’s Portland Rose Theater Company into which some of the Superior Bodies gym and whorehouse money went. He told me about it during the same conversation in which he advised me I would have to make appearances at SB grand openings and appear on “Queer As Folk,” something that never wound up happening. “Don’t tell Sean,” he said. “When we’ve raised enough we’re going to build him a theater.” 



“Good idea,” I said, and then forgot about it. 



Sean and Brigid incorporated Portland Rose in the nineties, I guess, after working the dinner theater circuit in the Midwest for many years. Maureen was a baby and while the companies for which they worked were glad to accommodate their married actors with children, they wanted to raise her in a single community. I thought being a traveling theater brat would have been a grand childhood for her. What memories Maureen has of her early years were good. I think my brother and sister-in-law just really wanted to settle down. 



Broadway Rose occupied a storefront in a second rate strip mall in a Portland suburb. 

Their productions were small but good, and successful. While Brigid looked after Maureen and ran the company out of a modest two-bedroom apartment they rented my brother took business classes at a community college. They attended a large area church, though neither was religious, joined the PTA and the Elks Lodge and the Sierra Club and every other organization they thought would help them promote their theater. They shopped at local grocery stores and ma & pop shops instead of the big box stores. They participated in bake sales and 5ks and homeless outreach. They donated their time, their blood and their bone marrow as often as they could. Their networking efforts, extreme likeability and quality of their plays combined to sustain Portland Rose while other, similar theater companies came and went, in the city and throughout the country. 



PRTC outgrew the storefront quickly. Less than two years after opening “The Fantastiks,” Sean did some research and determined which area high school had the best theater. He made an appointment with its school system’s superintendent and arranged to use the state of the art theater for the company’s summer shows. That arrangement lasted for half a dozen years, I think. Maybe more. It ended, however, when the superintendent retired and was replaced with a vicious old queen who made a pass at Sean, whom many people thought was gay or at least bi. My brother turned him down and PRTC’s contract with the school district ended that year. 



The company’s next home was an abandoned warehouse that had belonged to the city of Portland and had gone up for auction or something. Sean and Brigid didn’t have the funds to buy it outright so they contacted Matthew for advice. Our little brother had the place 41 

inspected and said it wasn’t worth buying as it would take as much money to make repairs, some immediate, others over time, as it would to demolish it and rebuild. 

Matthew told me the Portland Rose trust didn’t have enough money to tear down the warehouse and build a proper theater. He advised me the location wasn’t good, either. 

Matthew told Sean and Brigid to keep attend the auction but not bid, and then to approach whoever bought the building and ask if they could lease it until they were ready to either rehab or demo it. And that’s what they did. 



They opened their first show in the warehouse with a forties musical review. Following it was “Free to be You and Me,” as their four summer plays always featured one children’s show. After that was Judy Garland tribute, featuring a local drag performer who actually sang her standard songs live rather than lip sych, and what a find she was! The season ended with “Pippin,” that seventies musical which included a part, and number, for an old woman. Sean offered it to Fiona, who he told us said, “Yes,” right away. 



Well, Portland Rose put on “Pippin” in the summer of 2007, which was about two and a half years after Deirdre’s murder. Sean had enjoyed some of the notoriety generated by Eleanor van der Walls’ death and the scandal that required our sister to make the national talk show rounds. Fiona, God bless her, would have enjoyed some of that attention had she not disguised herself as Anthony/Eleanor in order to protect me from the wrongful death lawsuit her neice had filed. Portland Rose enjoyed additional notice when Deirdre was killed. Patrons and members of the greater Portland community, whether they had seen a PRTC show or not, expressed their sympathy, many of them regretting our sister had never performed. Sean answered each card and email personally, thanking each person and family for their thoughtfulness and advising many that Deirdre’s failure to appear in one of the shows would always be his biggest regret. 



After Deirdre died and Bianca Allgood began parading Luke and Cory’s birth mother all over the media, Aunt Fee also did the rounds. Her goal was to control the shameless celebrity attorney and protect Deirdre from being condemned for having kidnapped Sheila Moran to prevent her from doing drugs while she was pregnant with the twins. 

This included the appearance on “Oprah” during which she nearly strangled Allgood to death, the clip of which holds the youtube record for views, by the way. 



Still fresh in American’s minds and hearts, Fiona was the perfect choice to play Pippin’s grandmother. While Sean would have asked her anyway, he and his wife knew her appearance would generate more attention than the company had ever enjoyed. We all knew it, including Fiona, who was grateful the last role of her life, which ended several months later, would not be as a drag queen or the dragon who almost killed, however justifiably, attorney Allgood. 



In an email on which I was copied, Matthew suggested Sean bump up the price for 

“Pippin” tickets. Sean wrote back, “No way, I can make more money giving Maureen and her friends half of them and having them scalp them outside the theater for two-fifty a pop.” Matthew replied, “I’m embarrassed I didn’t think of that myself.” 
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Sean, and Fiona, gave us blow by blow email updates on Portland Rose’s 2007 season-ending show. The biggest news was the run, which was generally the last two weeks in August, was extended to three and then four weeks. It could have gone for the rest of the year and into ’08, but at eighty-three, Fiona said a month was enough. Sean asked her if she didn’t mind performing every night for the four weeks, including two shows on Saturdays and Sundays. He told us all Fiona responded, “As long as I’m going to be there, I may as well.” Fiona had one scene and number, “Just No Time At All,” a song specifically written for an old woman. The melody was simple and there were no high or long notes to hold. Really, Fiona could have done it in her sleep. Sean cast attractive male back up dancers for the number, but advised the choreographer to spare our aunt any dancing. Easy-peasy. 



Portland Rose summer shows featured paid actors, singers and dancers primarily from the city and greater northwest. It also cast performers from Los Angeles, Chicago and even New York City thanks to the publicity it had received after Eleanor died and I got arrested. Big city actors with nothing booked for a particular summer were glad to add a Portland Rose production to their resumes. The shows were professional and Sean was a good time. It kept them busy and a PRTC credit became a status symbol of sorts. There are many famous Broadway musical actors who had once appeared in that crumbling warehouse in the industrial section of Portland, Oregon. Sadly, I can’t name one of them. 

They exist, though. Trust me. 



The company’s summer shows ran two weeks with evening performances Thursday through Saturday and matinees on Saturday and Sunday. Rehearsals lasted only two weeks…two intense 24/7 weeks. This was standard from what I hear and, of course, didn’t impress me, not the least because I assumed both main roles in “Never the Sinner” 

opening night when Remy Whitefire insulted me and then quit. Ahhhh, there I go, boasting about my memorization skills again… 



Fiona Hanson could have arrived the day “Pippin” opened and gone on after one run-through. Instead she landed in Portland two weeks prior. She explained to Sean who explained to the rest of us that she didn’t want to appear to be a prima donna, she enjoyed the fun and energy that went in to preparing a show, and she didn’t want to miss the Judy Garland impersonator. “I saw her live in New York City once,” Fiona said to us in a rare e-mail. “There’s been no one like her, before or since.” In a reply-to-all I asked her what she thought of the drag queen and she replied, but only to me because she hadn’t figured out reply-to-all, bless her heart, “He nails it, right down to her increased drug use and drunkenness.” I forwarded her review to the rest of my family though, honestly, I don’t think William Jr. was really that concerned. Still,  he, Susan and Lauren flew out to Portland to see one of Fiona’s performances. Everyone did, except me, which is one of the reasons I only describe it now. I had a terrible summer cold that became strep. This made getting on a plane impossible. Instead I watched a videotape of not one, but three different performances, several times. Many times. Over and over and still to this day. 

Fiona was perfect. Perfectly cast. She owned the role and stole the show, effortlessly. Her singing was pitch perfect, though she talked some of the lyrics when appropriate for the comedy. She was a generous performer, too, working with Sean and the choreographer so 43 

that each of her six back up dancers had his own moment. Also, Fiona insisted on a kick line at the end featuring herself, the dancers and Pippin. “I may not be a Rockette, but this old broad can still kick up a storm,” Sean said she told the cast during her first run-through, and then demonstrated an extension that made everyone gasp. 



Brigid told me that when a local gay male stripper heard Fiona was going to be Pippin’s grandmother he asked if he could be in the number with her. The fella had done one or two shows with Portland Rose in the past, but he made his real living dancing in bars in Portland, Seattle, Tacoma and elsewhere and, so, didn’t have weekend nights free to be in their shows. He made so much more dancing and, on occasion, hooking. “Please!” the fella begged my sister-in-law. She agreed and asked him to recruit five other dancers and she would have the choreographer come up with a backup routine for them. The guy put out the word to his network and engaged the additional dancers in forty-five minutes. 



The six men showed up for their first rehearsal with Fiona. “Oh, my!” she said when the arrived mostly together, and they were just in sweatpants and t-shirts. “We have to keep it PG,” Sean said. 



“Tights and tank tops,” Brigid advised them. The choreographer taught them the routine she had created. It required lifting my aunt a couple of times, which she enjoyed and then, of course, the kick line. Pippin, who was handsome but super skinny, asked if he could not be in the number. 



“No way am I dancing next to these hunks.” Sean and Brigid agreed he could just watch. 



Now, Portland is super rainy and the warehouse only just made code when the PRTC 

occupied it. Since then the owner had made only those repairs necessary to keep the fire department off his back. When he got the funds together he would tear it down and build condos, as was happening elsewhere in that neighborhood of Portland. The Tuesday between closing night of the Judy Garland tribute and the opening of “Pippin,” the roof over the audience collapsed. It happened at night so no one was around and no one got hurt. If it had happened during a performance there would have been injuries and maybe even fatalities. 



The fire department was there almost immediately, including the seventy-five or so year-old fire chief. They and members of city code enforcement and permitting were all over the building Wednesday morning. Sean, Brigid and Maureen were there, too. The fire chief and his colleagues agreed it wasn’t safe to perform in the building and advised my brother to cancel the rest of the season. “No way,” he said, and began looking for alternative venues. Superintendents of area schools advised him they couldn’t accommodate him for myriad reasons: no insurance, no staff, union this and that, too close to the school year…and PRTC having sold out nine performances a week for four weeks. Sean was popular, but no one wanted to take on that schedule. No other theater wasn’t occupied. No other venue wasn’t booked or could be afforded. Sean called Matthew for advice and our little brother said, “I’ve got engineers and laborers on their way there.” 
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A couple of consultants and a building crew arrived by noon. They met with the fire chief and others. One of the engineers advised the city reps he could secure what was left of the roof and create a temporary shelter that would prevent any precipitation from entering the building. “My crew can replace the roof in four days.” The fire chief, who had the final word on whether the show would go on the following evening said, “The city can issue you a permit today. Call me when the roof is rebuilt and we’ll come back out and inspect it. Be advised, it won’t happen right away. Until then, this theater is off limits to everyone. I encourage you to find another space to put on your show. Maybe a community center or park.” 



Sean and Brigid were disappointed. As fast as the builders Matthew had hired to fix the roof worked, it was unlikely to be fixed in less than a week and maybe could take longer. 

And who knew how long it would take the city to examine the work and sign off on the building’s use. A couple of the strippers contacted clubs out of which they worked. One in Portland and one in Seattle offered to host the productions. The club owner in Seattle gave them carte blanche, which was fine except everyone, including the sold out audience had to travel. And the space would only accommodate about one hundred fifty. 

The Portland club owner advised Sean and Brigid they could do midnight shows on Friday, Saturday and Sunday and evening shows every other day. He couldn’t risk losing the weekend revenue, especially Sunday tea dance. 



My brother and sister-in-law were prepared to cancel the “Pippin” and send Fiona back to her condo in Rowaneck when the male strippers approached them and said, “We’ll fuck, for free, the entire fire department if it means they’ll let you perform.” Sean thought their offer was very noble and said, “The chief, a widowed father of six and grandfather of eighteen isn’t gay.” The strippers were all very disappointed, about the play and all, but also because the Portland Fire Department was staffed with total hotties whom they all wanted to “do.” 



The builders worked overnight Wednesday building a temporary roof the engineer assured my brother and everyone should be sufficient to protect audience and cast from bad weather or additional rot. “There’s no reason you can’t perform in this space tonight,” he said. Sean, Brigid and those cast members who were available had a meeting at noon on Thursday. Three of the strippers were there. Fiona was absent, which annoyed Sean because it wasn’t like she had anything else to do. Ten minutes into the meeting Fiona showed up with the three other strippers, an old woman, two middle aged women, six young women and a teenage girl. Our aunt got everyone’s attention and introduced the chief’s sister, daughter, daughter-in-law and granddaughters. “Wouldn’t you know, they all saw our Deirdre years ago on all those shows. And they saw me, too.” At once Fiona’s guests began buzzing about Deirdre and how sorry they were she passed away and how lovely and brave she was and how much they admired Fiona for representing the family and blah, blah, blah. 
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“Thank you for coming,” Sean said. “And for your remarks about Deirdre.” Bless him and Fiona for totally exploiting our sister’s death. “Aunt Fee, would you like to show them your number?” 



“Well, I don’t know,” the old manipulator said. “Is it safe?” The main engineer assured everyone it was and Sean nodded to Brigid, who sat in front of the piano and cracked her knuckles. 



“Fee? Gentlemen?” Sean said to the strippers, all of whom were all for performing the number for the eager guests. All had to pass Sean on their way to the stage. My brother whispered to each, “Shirts off.” They removed them immediately, performing in jeans, shorts, sweats…whatever they had on. Fiona wore beige slacks and a silk blouse and tasteful jewelry as befit a Rowaneck society lady. 



Brigid played the intro to a saucier bump & grind arrangement she banged out of the keys, and the show began. The plan, which my brother and Brigid determined immediately, was for the fire chief’s family to convince him to let the show go on. By the end of the first verse the entire company was confident it would work, the women were so enamored of the dancers and impressed with Fiona. Their confidence was shattered, however, when the chief and some of his officers busted in during the kick line. Sean told me he was raring to shut everything down but hesitated when he saw our aunt kick her slim legs as high as her fellow performers. It wasn’t enough, though. Not that. He hollered, “Thank you, please stop the performance and exit this building. I have already declared it unsafe.” The company responded, at once and as if they had rehearsed it, by looking toward the ceiling. The chief followed everyone’s eyes and looked himself. He looked from it to his colleagues, none of whom were prepared to commit. “Please exit the building slowly and carefully.” 



“Benjamin,” his sister-in-law began, and then was joined by the rest of his relations in trying to persuade him to let the performance go on. The chief put his hands up to stop all speaking and shook his head. The women wouldn’t relent. “The temporary roof is sound,” “At least examine it,” “Those poor strippers will have to work streets if tonight’s performance is canceled.” “That old lady choked that woman on ‘Oprah,’ so you better do what she says.” Chief Ben wasn’t having any of it, in spite of additional assurances and begging from the cast. All the carrying-on came to a stop when Fiona put two fingers in her mouth and whistled so loudly the earth shook, and yet the roof held steady. She had undone a couple of buttons on her blouse, revealing a bit of her lacy brazierre. She nodded to Brigid who played the intro to “Bewitched, Bothered and Bewildered,” from 

“Pal, Joey.” Ben was her slave by the second verse and the curtain went up at eight p.m. 

that night. 



Aunt Fiona and her dancers, who wore only tights, stole the show each performance. This annoyed the fella who played Pippin, who stupidly went shirtless in a couple of scenes so people who admire him as much as they did the strippers. He wound up drawing further attention to his skinny, undefined frame. He sang well, though, and that’s always the most important element of any musical. 
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My siblings took turns flying to Oregon to see “Pippin.” Joan, Windsor and Marcus joined William Jr. and his family, Colin and his, Thomas and Malachi, Matthew and Rosalie and Tim Flynn and Deirdre’s children. Each visit included drinks with Sean, Brigid, Maureen and Aunt Fee after the performance they saw. After cocktails everyone returned to the hotel Sean had arranged for Fiona, but Fiona, who spent the rest of her visit staying with Chief Ben, and I’m not kidding. He attended every performance, joined us for drinks if some Gallagher or Flynn was visiting, and then took her back to his place for the night. It was lovely. Everything was terrific and successful. Reviews were amazing. The theater made money and picked up additional area sponsors, both businesses and individual patrons. Sean told me he hadn’t enjoyed a production as much, before or since. 



Sean also told me how hard it was saying goodbye to Fiona, who returned to Rowaneck and died a few months later. He knew it would be the last time he would see her. She thanked him, heartily, for giving her the opportunity to enjoy what was also the most enjoyable performance of her life. “I have a feeling I’ll be seeing your parents, soon, Sean. How lovely it will be to tell them about this show and gush about their wonderful children.” 



I’m confident she did. 
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Chapter 4: 



Elinor Bowman promoted “My Fair Lady” auditions as well as she could. She had students mention it every day for a week on the morning announcements. Her staff wallpapered the halls with flyers. The faculty mentioned it every day to every class. The principal even got the Black owned and themed Florida newspaper, “Our Community News,” to run a piece about it. 



In spite of efforts that included providing transportation from the school to the Wysteria Hotel, in whose ballroom auditions would occur, only eleven students showed up. Elinor would have been more disappointed than she was had Brandon not arranged to have the stand up piano professionally tuned and polished. When the principal arrived at the hotel and saw it, she was very glad. “It’s lovely,” she said, and did some scales. “And it’s perfectly tuned.” She played a sonata I recognized but couldn’t name. It was nice to hear and it was lovely to watch the glow in her face as she played. While she might enjoy education, Elinor Bowman’s passion was music. I was thrilled our production gave her the opportunity to enjoy it. 



Bentley, Linden, Angela and I conducted auditions. Brandon kept the ballroom doors open so he, guests and visitors could enjoy the music. He stuck his head in a few times when a student sang particularly well. 



Friday came, too, but not to participate. She had gotten the ball rolling and her work was done. She brought Wally, who had gotten an ocular ear implant that restored his hearing, like, a week before. I know, it was huge. The original plan was for the final “Winter Key” 

episode to air, introducing Wally and his disability to viewers, and specialists to fall over themselves offering to treat the blind and deaf boy who appeared on the hugely watched series finale. All of this happened quicker when Bentley leaked footage of me appearing in the episode, a decision that led to his arrest and brutal beating. The footage included Friday leading Wally across a Miami beach acknowledging all the regular visitors who were the models for the characters she created in the story she signed to her brother. An hour after a rough cut of the scene found its way onto youtube, thanks to Bentley’s PR 

team, Bentley Howard Productions began getting calls from doctors and clinics in the U.S., Europe and Asia. Medical providers competed for the opportunity to examine the boy’s sight and hearing to see what could be restored. One of the networks shared costs with a US clinic and Brandon took his brother to Boston the week between Christmas and New Year’s. Then, in late January, I got a text from him that said, “Wally can hear.” 

Linden, Bentley, Wyn and I shouted so loudly and jumped for joy so high that our neighbors came over to ask what was wrong. Curiously, they were all psychics and should have known. I might have said so had I not been so happy. 



Brandon told us later the best thing in his life was and would always be the moment the Boston doctor invited him to say something to his brother. He said, “I love you Wally.” 

And the boy busted into tears. The network (CBS? ABC?) production crew videotaped the moment, with Brandon and Wally’s permission. As intimate and, really, private 48 

moment as it was, it got all kinds of hits when it, too, was leaked. It also brought awareness and hope to other deaf children and adults. 



Another doctor in Boston examined Wally’s eyes and determined he would always be blind, at least given existing technology. 



Wally loved music and wanted to be a musician. Bentley arranged for him to take lessons on the piano in the hotel. The afternoon of auditions Wally approached Elinor and asked if he could be her page turner for rehearsals and productions of “My Fair Lady.” So excited was she with his interest and courage she agreed with a yelp and hug. “I’ll just knock my right knee against your left knee when I need you to turn the page.” Easy-peasy. 



We were disappointed because very few Evergreen students auditioned for the play, though none more than Angela who had arranged a gigantic spread of healthy snacks and drinks for fifty. Still, as luck would have it, we were able to cast the principal roles without settling for anyone. The only white student in the school, Damon Martins, would be Henry Higgins. He was heavy, older looking, hairy and unattractive, but his voice was extremely strong and he did a better British accent that I, which really isn’t saying much, actually. Monica Moore, a tiny little mousy freshman who could barely talk above a whisper but sang like Jennifer Holliday would be Eliza Doolittle. This enormous boy who ate half of the food Angela provided in under five minutes was Colonel Pickering. His name was Edward Johnson and he was adorable and hilarious, playing his weight for laughs and finding humor and surprise in everything. He couldn’t sing but Pickering really didn’t have to. He talked his way through “The Rain in Spain,” shouting every line with a silly joy that made us all want to hug him. As adorable, though thin as a rail, was Finesse Jones, whose real name was Bobby, as Doolittle. Finesse was a bundle of energy who sang well enough but could also dance, something he demonstrated for us after doing a decent “Get Me To The Church On Time.” He could break dance, or whatever they called it those days. Spinning on his back and head and doing a running jump that turned into a somersault like Jennifer Beals’ character in “Flashdance.” “We’re going to have to get a choreographer,” Bentley whispered to me, Linden and Wyn. “I’ll make some inquiries in Miami.” 



Freddy was a skinny, pretty black kid named Cecil. He had a beautiful voice and wailed on “On the Street Where You Live.” When he read Freddy’s lines, though, the ones that express his love for Eliza…well, it’s just unbelievable to the point of parody. “He’s got the voice,” said Linden. 



“It’s worth it,” Bentley said. I wondered if I, who was pegged as gay as a toddler, was as nelly in my sixth grade performance. I considered asking my siblings but changed my mind. 



“This is going to be a most unusual production,” I said. “A mixed race cast, hip-hop dancing and a blind page turner with a huge Borg implant sticking out of his ear.” 





49 

“We’re going to have to work Wyn in there, somewhere,” Linden said to us. Then he held up our son and asked, “Do you want to be in the play?” Wyn nodded and gurgled and then shimmied a bit. Bentley said: 



“Instead of being a flower girl Eliza can be a Covent Garden whore whose illegitimate baby she brings to live with her at Higgins’ house.” 



“Excellent,” I said, and then spent the next forty-five minutes imagining all of Wyn’s scenes and rewriting dialogue and thinking about the audience’s reactions. 





Sean Gallagher was flying on September 11, 2001. Someone he knew when he and Brigid were doing dinner theater in Pennsylvania or wherever asked him to direct a community play. Or maybe it was another dinner theater. Somewhere. North Carolina, maybe. Portland Rose’s summer season was over and an on-again, off-again gig he had waiting tables in the city allowed him to take three weeks off to do it. Sean flew from Portland to, a mid-Atlantic east coast city…Norfolk! That’s right. Cuz the play got canceled after 9/11 because so many of the participants were military or related to military or worked in the military in civilian jobs. 



Sean left Portland that morning at seven thirty a.m. After the first tower got hit all air traffic was grounded. My brother’s plane landed in Kansas City, Missouri. Or maybe Kansas. Wichita? OK, it doesn’t matter. His plane landed and the captain advised the passengers of the attacks on the World Trade Center buildings and Pentagon. Sean said there was some panic as fellow passengers knew people who worked in those buildings. 

Cell phones were shared. Food and drinks were served at no cost. No one was able to leave the plane upon landing, though. Not right away. There was some chaos in the airport terminal and more planes had landed than the airport was used to accommodating. 

Lots of logistical stuff had to happen before Sean and the other passengers could leave the plane. “It was awful,” he told us in a mass email that evening. “Some passengers were getting hysterical.” He then made us laugh, as is his way, by describing the old gay guy next to him who knew no one in New York or D.C. and who just wanted to carry on. “I put his tray down in front of him,” Sean wrote. “He asked why and I said, ‘So I can do this.’ I grabbed the hair on the back of his head and slammed in onto the tray. He really began blubbering so I did it again and again until he shut is mouth.” 



“Were there any Middle Eastern people on board?” Matthew asked in a reply-to-all. 



“Yes. A family. Parents and two girls under ten. They were Christians and the wife and girls weren’t covered. They still got dirty looks. A couple of guys traveling alone started saying stuff about them, under their breath, but loud enough for them to hear.” 



“Did you bang their heads, too?” asked William Jr. 



“No. A couple of sailors in plain clothes stood up between the guys and the family and threatened them. One of the sailors said, ‘If you want me to break your jaw, say another 50 

word.’ The guys shut up and the sailors made them switch seats so they would be farther away from the family.” I thought that was excellent, though I wish the sailors had slugged the assholes. 



After several hours Sean and his fellow passengers were allowed to exit the plane. They didn’t pull up to the terminal, though, as there were too many planes for everyone to exit the standard way. Instead, someone rolled a set up stairs up to a door and everyone left that way, quickly but carefully. Airport personnel herded them to a parking lot where they were greeted by city police and fire fighters, members of area churches and city school buses. Whoever was mayor of Wichita had his act together. Plane by plane emptied and travelers were led past the terminal building to the parking lot where they were assigned buses and either hotels or private homes in which they would spend that Tuesday night. Airport staff followed them with luggage they claimed before getting on buses and going where they needed to. 



A single man, Sean got processed right away. He took his bags onto a school bus that went to a large church where he was approached by a man in his early thirties. “I’m Henry Olsen,” the guy said. “My family and I would be glad to have you stay at our house tonight.” Sean thanked him and said he would be very grateful to stay with him. 

Henry helped him with his bags, which they put in the back of his Toyota something-or-other, and they drove twenty minutes to a two story colonial. 



Henry’s wife, four year-old son and two year-old daughter met Sean in the front yard. 

Mica, the wife, gave him a big hug. The kids, Jared and Minnie, insisted on hugging him, too. I remember these names because I kept the email correspondence in which my siblings and I engaged that night and the following night. And it was Wichita. I just double checked. “They were great people and the house was very nice. Lots of blue gingham and cross stitch. Lots of it. And lots of prayer, too. Lots of it. And no alcohol.” 

That would have been very difficult. 



It was late afternoon by the time Sean arrived at the Olsen’s house. Henry insisted he call us to let us know where he was and that he was safe. He called Brigid and asked her to call everyone else, which she did. Then he and Henry watched TV while Mica and the kids set the table and then served a dinner of pot roast and potatoes and an angel food cake. “Henry said grace before we ate,” Sean said. “We all held hands. I held his and Minnie’s. She was fidgety. I think she was as hungry as I was.” They ate. Then Sean insisted on helping Mica do the dishes while Henry played a game with his son and daughter in the living room. After dinner Mica took the kids upstairs, gave them baths and put them to bed with a story and prayers. Sean and Henry continued watching television until eleven. Henry asked Sean if he wanted to call his family again and he asked if he had a computer with email that he could use. 



Sean gave us his story and William Jr. described, briefly, having been in a building next to the World Trade Center. He and his colleagues exited the building after the first plane hit. William Jr. was already on his way home when the second plane hit. Colin was two or three buildings away. He stuck around as he had some people working for him and he 51 

wanted to make sure they all had a way to get home before he left. Both William Jr. and Colin knew people who died in the towers. Neither said more than that, though. 



Mica and Henry were still awake when Sean finished emailing us. He asked if they had any books he could read as he probably wouldn’t be able to get right to bed, especially with no booze. Mica offered him a copy of the Bible. He thanked them. Then they prayed together, the three of them holding hands in an upstairs hallway. Sean had said only 

“Amen,” when Henry said grace at the dinner table. Upstairs at their midnight prayer Henry again spoke about thanking God for keeping them safe and welcome the dead into your Kingdom and comfort the survivors and that kind of thing. Sean said he thought what a wicked God there was that would allow the horrors of the day and throughout history to occur. In spite of this he indulged his very kind hosts by adding, “Thank you Heavenly Father for keeping me and my family safe and for bringing me to Henry and Mica’s house. They’re wonderful Christians and their children are beautiful. Their kindness is…” Sean admitted that while he began his prayer as a bone he thought he’d throw the Olsen’s, he wound up getting worked up. “I had to stop talking,” he wrote. 

“And then they drew me into a hug and I just busted out crying, thinking of all the people who died and threw themselves off the buildings.” 



Sean took a shower and then got into Jared’s bed. The boy slept in a sleeping bag in his sister’s room. My brother didn’t want to read the Bible and thought maybe Jared had some children’s books he could read. There were plenty, but they were all Jesus related. 

A children’s Bible and then individual books about Jesus and Noah and David and Goliath. He read each of them because there wasn’t anything else to read. Then he tried to sleep and couldn’t and wound up opening the Bible, searching for the dirty parts, of which there are plenty, by the way. 



The following morning Henry went to work managing an area Home Depot. A late sleeper, Sean woke up when Jared and Minnie stole into the former’s room and jumped on his bed. He played patty-cake and rock paper scissors with them for a bit and then told them he would meet them downstairs. Sean got ready, made his bed, packed his things and joined the family in he kitchen in time for a prayer before they ate breakfast. “They had coffee,” he wrote. “Thank God.” Jared and Minnie said goodbye to Sean and their father shook his hand and drove them to school and then went to work. They had another prayer before the three of them left. “It was maddening,” my brother said. “We had just said grace over frozen waffles fifteen minutes before.” Then he felt bad and said, “They were very nice.” 



After Henry and the kids were gone, Mica excused herself, left the kitchen and returned quickly with a bottle of Bailey’s. She poured generous amounts into their coffee and had a toast, “To God,” she said. They clinked their mugs and Sean sucked down his juiced up coffee. 



“Did you make it with her?” Colin asked. 
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“No,” Sean said, “though we had a great long chat. And more Bailey’s. Apparently Henry had a near death experience at Home Depot three years before. Some big thing they sold fell off a shelf and hit him on the head. He was in a coma for a week. He came out of it OK but found Jesus. Since then she’s gone along with it because he’s a good guy and he loves them and he’s a good father. “‘And the sex is really good,’” Sean said she said. 

Sean had a third cup of liquored up coffee and then Mica said: 



“I need to bring you back to the church now so you can get the bus back to the airport.” 

Then she said, “Fuck it, I’ll drive you to the airport. I got nothing else to do.” She got her keys and Sean gathered his things. Before they left the house Mica said, all serious. “We need to pray,” and then busted out laughing. Sean did, too. 



The airport was a mess of traffic, including buses. Mica turned out to be as fun and funny a storyteller as Sean and told him all kinds of stories about her and Henry’s life before his accident and coma. They were wild. He asked her if he thinks Henry will ever return to the man he was. “Maybe,” she said. “It doesn’t matter. I love him both ways. We’re happy.” When they made it to departures, Sean hugged Mica goodbye, thanked her a hundred times and then took his stuff and entered the controlled chaos of the terminal. 



Sean bought a mystery novel and read it while he waited for his flight to Norfolk to be announced. Then he checked his bags and entered the plane through a gate. Sean recognized most of the people from the day before, including the assholes, the sailors and the Middle Eastern family. “Was the gay guy there?” I asked during our reply-to-all email fest Wednesday night. “The one whose head you bashed?” 



“No,” Sean said. “Hopefully he had a brain hemorrhage and died.” 



The flight attendants were different than the ones from the previous day. There were three of them. One handsome obviously gay male and two females. The women were older. Thin and well kept, they both looked like they could have been Charlie’s Angels forty years ago. They went through the safety announcement and then the guy said, 

“We’re going to be waiting at least an hour and probably two before we take off.” A handful of passengers groaned. That caused one of the sailors to stand up and say: 



“Four planes full of people just like us crashed yesterday. Everyone died. And sitting here for two hours bothers you?” No one said anything for a moment. Then the sailor sat down. The male attendant waited two or three beats and then said: 



“The airline is going to provide food and beverage service at no cost.” A handful of people clapped. Neither Sean nor the sailors were among them. The flight attendant nodded and then added, “And all liquor is free.” This made half the passengers cheer and Sean smile. 



There was air conditioning but there was no television. Some people had things to read. 

Sean tried to focus on his book while the flight attendants distributed sandwiches and both soft and hard drinks. After thirty minutes and a couple of tiny bottles of Smirnoff, on 53 

top of the liqueur he had earlier, my brother stood up and got everyone’s attention. “My name’s Sean Gallagher, and if we’re going to be sitting here another ninety minutes we’re going to need some entertainment.” No one said a word. Undaunted, Sean continued, “I suggest a talent show.” A couple of people laughed. A couple of people groaned. Someone said: 



“I want to sleep.” The sailors nodded. Ditto the Middle Eastern family. The assholes from the day before also nodded and one of them said: 



“I have a talent.” Everyone remembered him from the day before. Several people groaned and the sailors became alert. Sean said: 



“Excellent. What’s your name and where are you from?” 



“I’m Andy Kessler and I’m from Tigard.” 



“Hi Andy. Thanks for volunteering. What’s your talent?” Everyone braced himself for some rude thing involving farting or ejaculating or something. Andy surprised passengers and crew when he said: 



“I can catch grapes in my mouth.” No one complained, but no one cheered either. Sean said: 



“Does anyone have any grapes?” One of the female flight attendants said: 



“I have a jar of olives.” 



“That’ll work,” Andy said. 



“You’ll get sick,” said the other stewardess. 



“I won’t eat them. Just give me one. That’s all I need.” Andy got out of his seat and walked up the single aisle toward where the crew made their safety announcement. The first stewardess disappeared and reappeared with a jar of olives. She opened it and offered it to Andy. “Thank you very much.” He read her name tag and then held his arms out, acknowledging her. “Thank you to my lovely assistant Gretchen.” Some people laughed and others clapped. Sean did both. Gretchen blushed, smiled and curtsied, which was awesome. Andy said. “I could do this all night, but what do you say I just go to a hundred, so someone else can have a turn.” 



“Sounds good,” said Sean. And the show began. Andy threw his olive in the air and caught it in his mouth. He did it again. He did it again. He did it again and again and again. He got to ten and then started adding variations: throwing the olive over or under his shoulder or arm. Doing it on his knees or lying down. Inviting Gretchen, who didn’t mind handling the olive he had taken into his mouth thirty times, throw it for him. He really was charming and likable, in spite of his behavior the day before. He walked up 54 

and down the aisle throwing the same olive and catching in his mouth. He rolled it off the sides of the overhead compartments and caught it. He hurled it at the ceiling, where it hit and came down hard, and caught it. He spat it out of his mouth into the air and caught it. 

At seventy-five he said, “OK, is that enough.” 



“No,” Sean shouted, good-naturedly. “You said a hundred.” Andy did it again and Sean said, “Seventy-six,” again, “seventy-seven,” again and Sean encouraged the other passengers to join him in counting. By eighty-five all but a handful of grumpy passengers were counting for Andy. “Ninety-five,” “ninety-six,” “ninety-seven,” “ninety-eight,” 

“ninety-nine.” Andy paused before one hundred. He said: 



“With my eyes closed.” He prepared himself, for show and for the tension. Sean started a drum roll and others joined him. Finally Andy shut his eyes, threw the olive in the air and caught it in his mouth. A cheer went up. Andy swallowed the olive, smiled broadly and bowed. Gretchen appeared with a tiny bottle of vodka and Andy sucked it down. Then he took her hand and they both bowed together. On his way back to his seat Andy approached the Middle Eastern family and said, “I’m sorry I was so awful yesterday. 

Please forgive me and my friend.” The father stood up and shook his hand. Then they both took their seats. It was very quick but very nice. 



“Who’s next?” asked Sean. An old lady, easily eighty, raised her hand. “Excellent,” Sean said. “Please stand up and tell us your name.” 



“I’m Roberta from Virginia Beach, and I’m going to sing a song.” Sean was thrilled on the outside, though he wasn’t confident a little old white haired lady was going to be very good. Still, he clapped his encouragement as she walked to the front of the cabin. She wore a Virginia is for Lovers t-shirt, which was passé even in 2001, slacks, orthopedic shoes and a cardigan sweater that looked like she knitted it, and made a few mistakes along the way. Imagine everyone’s surprise when she began snapping her fingers steadily. She said, “Everyone…” and Sean and nearly everyone began snapping with her. 

When she was satisfied with the beat she put her hand at her side and began singing, 

“This can’t be love because I feel so well/No sobs, no sorrows no sighs/This can’t be love I get no dizzy spells/And yet I love to look in your eyes…” It was a song Doris Day sang in the movie “Jumbo,” though not as saucily as the old gal on plane. She went through two verses, the bridge and the final verse, ending softly and sexily. “Then she bowed and place went nuts, and a bunch of people put their hands up,” Sean wrote. 



Next was some kid who did something with spoons. Gretchen, who became everyone’s assistant, found him two. The boy was twelve or something. Aaron from Charlottesville. 

He slapped them in a rhythm against his thigh and the wall of the cabin and all kinds of ways. It was a cool talent and his performance lasted just long enough. Everyone clapped and he bowed, first alone and then, as Andy had, with Gretchen. Another boy did a soliloquy from “Macbeth” he had memorized for his English class the year before and still remembered. “He was a tiny fella,” Sean said. “Sixteen but could have been eleven. 

But he had the deepest voice. Like ‘Gaston’ from “Beauty and the Beast.’ We were more impressed by his pitch than anything. He did a good job. Brought some class to the 55 

show.” A couple of teenage girls sang, in careful and precise harmony, Dan Fogelberg’s 

“To the Morning.” It was sweet and kind of inspiring. Their parents were thrilled and took lots of pictures. Other kids wanted to do other stuff and said so but none of them could think of anything. Sean solved this by suggesting a contest. “Everyone watch and listen to this joke I’m going to tell, and then you five have to do it and the flight attendants will decide who did it the best.” His idea was well received and he went to the front of the cabin. “OK everyone. Why do gay guys in New York City walk like this…?” 

Sean began walking all gay and holding his hands out in front of him with his wrists all limp, saying, “Haaaaaaaaaay,” and really queering it up. He stopped returned to the front and looked to see if anyone had an answer. He could tell some people had heard the joke but were holding back. He then said, “Cause it’s too crowded for them to walk like this…!” Sean began walking again, really super gay, sashaying and swinging his arms like a windmill and shrieking, “HAAAAAAAAAAAY!!!!” This made nearly everyone roar with laughter, but caused the grumpy man who wanted to sleep to say: 



“Is this really a good idea to do in front of children?” Before Sean could tell him to shut the fuck up Andy said, “Relax, we’re having fun.” 



“This is not the kind of fun we should be having. Three thousand Americans are dead and this faggot’s queering it up like he’s some kind of a—” Before the man could say some kind of a what, Andy and his friend, both sailors, the old chanteuse and all five contestants stood up in outrage. One of the sailors, the one who hadn’t spoken yet, raised his arm for everyone to let him handle it. He said: 



“Sir, with respect, we’ve all had a horrible twenty-four hours. The whole country has been traumatized watching the deaths of our fellow Americans. Friends and relatives. 

Maybe even to some people in this plane.” This caused a single lady, about my age, to burst into tears. “Ma’am?” the sailor said. Everyone looked at the woman, who wore jeans and a dark sweater. Her blond dye job was styled like Linda Evans on “Dynasty.” 

She had big glasses and long nails with a careful French manicure. She stood, reluctantly because she didn’t want to draw attention to herself and her grief. She said, choking on her words: 



“My brother died at the Pentagon yesterday and I’ve been in a state of shock since my parents told me last night. I don’t know what to say or think or feel. I’m so shocked I can’t believe this is real. My darling little brother Michael is gone and I can’t believe it. 

I’m in so much pain I could scream or cry. Or die.” She sobbed and then pulled herself together. “This…show is the only reason I’m not curled up in a ball on the floor, so if you don’t mind, sir, I would like to watch the contestants do this funny joke. Please.” The grumpy guy, chastened, said: 



“I’m very sorry, madam. I’m very sorry for your loss.” Before the mood could turn so maudlin he couldn’t win the audience back, Sean said, quickly but respectfully: 



“We’re all very sorry for you.” The woman said: 
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“Thank you. Thank you for this distraction.” Sean said, softly: 



“Of course.” Then he looked at the first contestant, a thirteen year-old kid who was traveling with an older sister, and shouted, “Places, bitch!” This made the grieving woman laugh very hard and everyone but Mr. Grumpy joined her. The kid got up and went to the front of the cabin. He said: 



“OK, so…” then he looked at Sean and said, “What’s the line?” Sean told him and then he did his version. And four other kids, all teenage boys, did their version. Everyone got laughter and applause. Every contestant distinguished himself in some way. When they were done Sean approached the front, again, gathered the three flight attendants together and got them into a huddle. They all made a grand show, at Sean’s cue, of whispering and weighing the performances and being very serious about their duties as judges. Finally they stood back up and addressed the passengers. Sean said, “OK, they all said I was the best, but I reminded them that I was the MC and therefore not competing. So, in third place is…” drumroll, “Stuart!”  Stuart stood up and jumped up and down and his parents, a conservative looking couple who thought the whole gay joke thing was a riot, stood up and gave him hugs. Gretchen presented him with a pair of wings for his prize. “In second place…” Sean began, “and if, you know, the winner is unable to fulfill his duties as funniest kid on this plane and everything, you’re going to have to assume them,” 

laughter, “It’s Brendan!” He was the first kid who forgot the joke the moment he got onstage. He got a box of some snacks the crew had in the back. Oreos or something. 

“Finally,” Sean said, “the moment we’ve all been waiting for,” more than half the passengers did a drumroll, “is the reigning King funnyman of this flight,” he looked at Grechen for the number. She whispered: 



“Four eighty-two.” 



“Four-eighty-two to Norfolk, Virginia…” harder drumrolls, heavy breathing, lots of tension…, “Barry!” Barry was traveling with his grandfather, who had been stealing looks at the old lady singer when he wasn’t laughing at his grandson and the four other contestants. Sean wrote, “Barry’s prize was a kiss on either cheek from Gretchen and Molly, the other female attendant.” There was so much clapping, laughter and picture taking no one saw the male attendant disappear into the cockpit. He returned with both of the pilots. Everyone became instantly quiet in his seat. Everyone gave the pilots his full attention. Everyone looked very scared until the older pilot, a handsome sixty year old with a full head of gray hair, said: 



“I’m next!” He sang, curiously enough, “You’ll Never Walk Alone” from “Carousel” in a beautiful, confident, solid bass. Halfway through the song every single passenger and flight attendant was bawling. They clapped for him, heartily, and people hugged each other and Sean hugged Gretchen and Molly and the sailors hugged formerly obnoxious Andy and his formerly obnoxious friend, and on and on. 
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The pilot bowed and he and the co-pilot took sat down in the seats the flight attendants sat in during take off and landing. Sean said, “We need some comedy,” and looked around. A teenage girl, overweight and sporting a big 80s hairdo said: 



“Me! I’m next! I’m next!!!” She stood up and squeezed out of her window seat, climbing over a middle-aged woman, also overweight and sporting a big 80s hairdo, and a man, overweight but bald. “I’m Valerie and I’m originally from Bronxville but now I live in Roanoke.” 



“Excellent,” Sean said. “What are you going to do for us, Valerie?” 



“An impression of my mother.” Sean and several other people looked from her to the overweight middle aged woman with the same hairdo. Valerie said, “Oh, that’s not her. 

That’s my father’s sister. And her husband. I live with them.” They both nodded and the aunt waved. Valerie cleared her throat, cracked her neck to one side and shook her whole body as she prepared for her monologue. As herself she asked, “Can someone pretend to ring a phone.” Two dozen people made ringing sounds. Valerie answered an imaginary phone and said, “What? Yeah? Where are you?” A beat while the caller spoke. “Driving home? I don’t think so. I know where you are. You’re at the tittie bar, aren’t you? Aren’t you???” Another pause. “Oh yeah, what’s that music, huh? Oh, the radio? Bullshit.” A pause. “Then change the station.” A pause. “The dial is not broken you lying piece of shit.” Sean looked around to stunned faces. All but Valerie’s aunt and uncle, who wore proud expressions. The girl continued, “So if you’re in the car honk the horn.” Pause. 

“Yeah, I thought it was probably broken, too.” Dramatic pause. “I remember when I danced for you. In my panties. You begged me to. You couldn’t get enough of me. And then you had to go knock me up. Four times. And I ruined my body giving birth to the three biggest bastards and biggest bitch that ever took a shit.” It was before I knew Rhoda, but my late friend often reminded me of Valerie’s mother. “You filthy pig. I could get a new air-conditioner with the money you’re stuffing down those girls’ bikinis tonight. You dirty, lying pig!” A bunch of people looked at Sean, silently encouraging him to stop Valerie’s monologue. He would have the first time she said “shit,” had he not been enjoying it so much. “Well stay as long as you like, ‘cuz I don’t want your fat ass and your…thing anywhere near me!” Out of nowhere, unable to explain where it came from, even, my brother busted out singing the first verse of “You Don’t Bring Me Flowers,” that Neil Diamond-Barbra Streisand duet. He looked from Valerie, who didn’t seem to mind, to her aunt and uncle, who thought the song was a nice addition to the monologue, to Alison, the woman whose brother died at the Pentagon. 



“What made you look at her?” Joan asked. 



“I don’t know,” Sean wrote, “but she stood up and joined me. We recalled the Neil and Barbra parts and sang the rest of the song, to everyone’s relief.” They earned hearty applause. They bowed from where they stood and Valerie bowed, too. Then Sean found the sailors and said, “Gentlemen?” They looked from Sean to each other to Sean and one of them said: 
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“I don’t know anything. I don’t have any talent.” Sean said: 



“How about you lead us in the Pledge of Allegiance and maybe ‘America the Beautiful?’” The men stood up and Valerie’s aunt said: 



“And how ‘bout you take off your shirts, too?” Her remark earned her some boos and even Valerie, who had zero class, said: 



“Donna, what a pig you are!” 



“What???” Aunt Donna said, looking from Valerie to her husband, who just shook his head. Sean gestured for everyone to stand up and everyone did, including and especially Mr. Grumpy. The passengers sort of faced the sailors, who, together, recited the pledge, hands over hearts. When they were done everyone sat. The sailors made to sit down until Sean said, “Ahem,” and they remembered about “America the Beautiful.” They sang it, well, and many of the passengers, more than half of them, sang it with them. After that Sean suggested “God Bless America,” “The Star Spangled Banner,” and then invited suggestions. Before anyone could recommend a song the pilot excused himself and said they were ready to take off and could everyone take their seats. Sean took his, between a middle aged single man traveling alone and a young woman traveling alone. Almost immediately Alison asked the man if they could switch seats and he agreed, graciously. 

Alison said to Sean: 



“I hope you don’t mind. I wanted to thank you for putting on the show.” 



“I was glad to,” he said. “My wife and I run a theater company in Portland.” 



“Oh,” she said. “Tell me about it.” He did and then he said to her: 



“Tell me about your brother.” And she did. For the rest of the flight. 



It should come as no surprise that when the plane finally landed in Norfolk, the pilots and crew invited Sean to the front so he could join them in saying goodbye to everyone as he left. Had they not, my brother would have done it anyway. The sailors gave him hearty thanks and he thanked them for their service. “Stay safe,” he added. Formerly obnoxious Andy and his formerly obnoxious friend also thanked him. So, even, did Mr. Grumpy. 



“You did well. I’m sorry for calling you that name,” he said. “I have a niece who is a lesbian.” 



“I’m actually straight,” Sean told him. “I have a wife and a daughter.” Everyone thought Sean was gay and he wasn’t. Not everyone believed him when they discovered he was married. Many gay men and women married. My brother didn’t care. 



Alison gave Sean a huge hug. She had told him her brother was a painter and had a studio in Brooklyn and that he worked as a server at Windows on the World, the restaurant at 59 

the top of one of the towers. He did the breakfast and lunch shift and painted all night. 

His name was Arthur Krimelman. Sean sought out his work and suggested that Matthew invest in it. They were mostly abstract cityscapes. Acrylic or oil on canvas. Bold colors. 

Harsh versions of every color. Angry, heartless stuff. Alison said Arthur was a warm, kind and generous person, too. “He satisfied all his anger and rage in his work, freeing him to be a lovely person.” That made me think of Thomas buying breakable items at garage sales and destroying them in empty parking garages, an activity that left him free to be a lovely person. Matthew’s investment was a good one as the value of Krimleman’s paintings increased with proper marketing, which my little brother did. He could have sold them for a large profit but my brother was all about obtaining money, not keeping it. 

Every one of us has an original Arthur Krimelman in his home or office. There are two in the Portland Rose lobby. Under glass and wired with an alarm is how valuable they are. 



Sean’s play got canceled because of 9-11. He flew back to Portland immediately and was very glad to be home with Brigid and Maureen. 



OMG, I almost forgot. Before we finished our multi-person email chat, Sean asked each of us what he would do as his talent. I don’t recall what my siblings said, but I wrote, “I’d sing the theme song to “The $1.98 Beauty Show.” Sean replied: 



“Oh my God, I forgot. Someone did that!” 



“Who?” I wrote, incredulous. 



“It was between the girls singing the ‘To The Morning’ song and the boys doing the gay joke.” 



“Who did it?” I asked again. 



“It was hilarious. Christian, you would have died.” 



“WHOOOOOOO?” I asked and Sean, with whom I used to watch that silly syndicated show, wrote: 



“Me.” 





60 

Places Bitch Chapter 5 



Linden and I got married on January 22, 2005, Matthew’s thirty-seventh birthday, and we had not celebrated one anniversary in ten years, including our tenth. Once or twice we acknowledged it with a kiss or an extended lovemaking session, though we didn’t need a reason for either. After the first year of marriage, and the seventh, and the tenth, we were as affectionate and amorous as we always had been. 



The main reason we didn’t go bananas every January 22 was because two weeks after Linden and I got married, Deirdre was murdered, and our wedding was, and would always be for us, associated with that more profound and completely tragic, enraging, unfair and every other negative adjective event. Relative to my sister being car jacked and run over until she died, every other thing that happened in 2005 and at any other time in the history of mankind was insignificant. 



Yeah, so my husband and I didn’t think a lot of January 22. I mean, we were more likely to wish Matthew a happy birthday, in separate emails or a joint phone call, than we were to wish each other a happy anniversary. 



…until 2016, that is, though not even on that date. 



Bentley brought it up during one of our late-afternoon lunches at Somewhere in Time. 

What became our usual table for five: Linden, Wyn, in a high chair, by the way, the carrier long outgrown, Angela, Bentley and I were sharing a veggie pizza Chef Ernest had made for us. My older son asked, “How many years have you been married?” Linden and I exchanged a look and, because my mouth was full, he said: 



“Eleven, as of January 22, 2016.” 



“No kidding,” Angela said. “Did you have a ceremony?” I nodded and Linden described it, briefly. After I swallowed Angela and Bentley looked at me for more details. I responded by taking another bite. They exchanged a look and then Bentley asked: 



“You didn’t say anything this year.” No response from either my husband or me. “What did you do? How did you celebrate?” We gave him a look that suggested we engaged in sexual relations. “I know, but what else did you do?” Linden and I looked at each other and then I swallowed and said: 



“Nothing.” My tone was kind of discouraging and Angela and Bentley appeared confused and a little hurt. Wyn didn’t really care as he was consumed with playing with the different color vegetables we picked off our pizza and put on the tray of his high chair for him to look at and play with, with his nose. I asked Linden for permission with a look, though I really didn’t need to. He nodded an OK and I said, “My sister was murdered two weeks later. It kind of eclipsed the wedding.” 
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“Oh my God, that’s right,” Bentley said, without mentioning Deidre’s name or the circumstances. It would not have been strange for Angela to have heard about Deirdre Gallagher Flynn’s death, and mentioning her by name might have led to suspicions. I liked Anglea, but there was no reason to identify myself to her. We wouldn’t enjoy each other’s company any more than we did. 



“I’m so sorry, Charlie,” she said to me, “Chuck,” she added to Linden. Then she looked at Wyn and said, “He’ll never know her. How sad.” 



“He’ll hear all about her,” I said. “He’ll feel like he did know her.” That simple statement was kind of profound, and it inspired me to kiss the messy little boy. Then I picked something red off the tip of his nose, identified it as a “tomato” and put it in his mouth. 

This made him smile and laugh and I kissed him again. 



At that moment, the theme to “Somewhere in Time” began over the café’s sound system. 

Angela had arranged the music from a program or app or whatever. Romantic movie overtures. During a meal I would usually hear it, “Moon River,” “A Summer Place,” love themes from “Out of Africa,” 1969’s “Romeo and Juliet” and the like. Angela said, in an effort, I think, to change the subject, “I never get tired of this song.” 



“Is it yours and Seth’s ‘song?’” Linden asked. Angela considered this and said: 



“No. Not really. Not at the time.” 



“To what song did you and he dance at your wedding?” I asked. 



“‘What a Wonderful World,’” she said, though not with any enthusiasm. “It’s an OK 

song, but I don’t think of Seth when I hear it.” 



“What song makes you think of him?” Bentley asked. Angela’s expression suggested she knew the answer but was reluctant to tell us. Neither Linden nor Bentley, nor Wyn, pursued it. I didn’t have their restraint and said: 



“What?” Angela surveyed us for a moment and then said: 



“The ‘Romeo and Juliet’ song.” She listened. “It’ll come on in another three.” 



“Why?” I asked. Angela sighed sadly and said: 



“Seth doesn’t know it makes me think of him. He wouldn’t be surprised, though.” Ooooo, this was going to be good. “My parents didn’t want me to marry him. He had a nervous breakdown as a kid and he’s been in and out of therapy. Never hospitalized, but he takes anti-depressants.” 



“So?” said Bentley. “Who hasn’t had challenges?” If I let myself I would have thought of that six month period after getting date raped. Six months I spent pulling out my 62 

eyebrows, digging my thumbnail into my gums until they bled and holding hot things for as long as I could without getting third-degree burns. Angela lit up and said: 



“Oh, I’ve had all kinds of fun. Anorexic in high school, heavy in college. Imipramine, Prozac, Wellbutrin…” she rattled off six or seven more drugs. “My parents figured I was crazy so I should marry someone who wasn’t.” She laughed sadly. “They really tried to discourage us. So did his parents. Seth’s uncle and sister are the boss, but his parents didn’t think much of me when we met. I was nervous and said silly things and wrung my hands too many times.” She wrung her hands as she said this, unaware, initially, that she was doing it. Then she noticed, laughed really hard and loud, looked both ways to see if anyone had seen or heard her, and blushed. 



“If I were straight and unmarried, I’d be all over you, Angela.” I said. 



“Me, too,” Linden agreed. Then he pretended to be listening to the baby noises our son was saying and added, “Wyn, too.” 



“And if my heart didn’t belong to Charlie and Chuck’s friend Sally,” by whom Bentley meant Samia, “I would, too.” Angela blushed again and got choked up. 



“You’re all the best,” she said. Then she excused herself, she said to get the vegan ice cream we generally enjoyed after each of our meals, but I think to go have a cry in the kitchen. 







Later, in bed, Linden and I reviewed the lunchtime conversation and I asked, “What’s our song?” He thought about it and said, without confidence: 



“‘You Gotta Be?’” It was the recessional song at our wedding, played by our nephews and nieces on a broad range of drums and sung by everyone. 



“That was sort of for all of us,” I said, and my husband agreed. Neither of us said anything further as we were both wondering what our song was. I then asked, “What song makes you think of me?” and then regretted it. “EEEK! That sounds so stupid,” I told him. 



“No, it doesn’t.” Linden paused to think and came up with nothing. “What song makes you think of me?” he asked, and I, too, had no answer. 



We heard Wyn cry in the next room and both got up to comfort him. We took him outside and sat on rockers on the front porch. Linden held and rocked our son until he stopped crying and fell asleep. Then my husband said, “We should celebrate.” 



“Celebrate?” I said. “What? Our anniversary?” 
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“Yes,” he said. I thought about it and said: 



“OK. Next year. Our twelfth.” 



“No,” Linden said, softly. “We should celebrate our eleventh.” 



“OK,” I said, ‘cuz I was flexible. “When?” 



“I don’t know. What day is it?” I thought about it and said: 



“Friday, I think.” 



“This weekend’s too soon. How about next weekend? A date night, but a whole weekend?” 



“OK,” I said, starting to think it was a good idea. Linden and I never had a date night, per say. Not while we were dating, or living together before we had Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ 

Samia. Not on the run and not since having Wyn. We got babysitters so we could do things, but they were more like running errands or shopping or killing evildoers. We never arranged childcare so we could have a romantic night or weekend. “Yeah,” I said, with enthusiasm. “I think we should definitely do something. Just the two of us.” We went inside and Linden put Wyn back in his crib. When we got back into our bed I asked, 

“What should we do?” 



“What do you want to do?” Linden asked. 



“Anything,” I said, because I liked doing anything if it was with Linden, and I mean it. It sounds silly romantic, but truly, I didn’t mind doing dishes or patching a roof if I could do it with him, so in love with him was I. Yikes, I’m blushing like Angela as I write this. 

It’s true, though. I love raking leaves, with him. I love doing dishes, with him. I love killing people who deserve it and burying their bodies, with him. And, OK, alone. Linden said: 



“How about we let Angela and Bentley come up with our weekend.” 



“Oh, that’s a good idea,” I said. “They’ll love that task.” 



“I think they will. Angela especially.” We actually giggled imagining the fun our friend would have planning our anniversary weekend. “We can leave Wyn with Bentley,” 

Linden said the obvious, prompting me to ask: 



“Who else?” 



“We’ve never left him with Angela and Seth. I think they would enjoy watching him and keeping him overnight.” 
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“Those lunatics?” I said, making Linden laugh out loud, which was rare. “I think Bentley would be lonely.” 



“I think Bentley needs to have a romantic weekend of his own,” Linden said, because members of the Larchmont Ladies Association didn’t say, “Bentley needs to get laid.” 



“With whom?” I asked. “Samia’s busting political prisoners out of an Argentinian jail next weekend.” 



“Anyone he wants,” said my husband. And he was right. Damaged though he was, Bentley Howard was still among the handsomest men on the planet. He had only to hobble into a bar, anywhere, in any city on the planet, and pick out whatever woman he wanted. 



“You’re right,” I said. “Let’s bring it up tomorrow at lunch.” 







The following day Brandon joined our party of five. We spent most of it listening to him talk about his projects at Full Sail, the film school to which Linden and I had sent him. “I was thinking of shooting a short film here, in the hotel. About a ghost.” 



“That’s a great idea,” said Angela. 



“Is there one?” Bentley asked, still new to the area. 



“There are something like,” Brandon added to himself, “Fifty-four, I think.” 



“I’ve only heard of,” Linden added to himself, “Seventeen, I think.” 



“I’ve heard of seven,” I said. We looked at Angela. 



“Forty-six.” I said to her: 



“Your husband and Van,” a resident with whom Seth had written a history of Wysteria, 

“need to write another book, just about the ghosts.” 



“He’s thought about it,” Angela said. “I know he’s done some research. Maybe over the summer.” She excused herself to get the tofu curry wraps Chef Ernest had made for us. 

When she returned but before we began eating Linden said: 



“Charlie and I have decided to celebrate our eleventh wedding anniversary with a romantic weekend next weekend.” 



“How great!” said Angela. 
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“Awesome,” said Bentley. 



“What are you going to do?” asked Brandon. 



“WTF!!!” Wyn would have said if he could. Hahahaha, I just made that up. 



“We don’t know,” Linden said. 



“We’re still not very familiar with the area.” Bentley and Brandon stifled laughter. 

Before Angela could suggest something Linden said, specifically to her: 



“Would you mind planning it for us?” Bless her heart she grabbed her chest with one hand and covered her wide open mouth with the other. Anyone who didn’t know how excited she was to do it would have thought she was having a heart attack. 



“Oh my God,” she said, “Oh my God, really?” Linden and I nodded as Bentley and Brandon continued to stifle laughter. “What do you want to do? What do you like?” 



“I don’t know,” I said. “We’ve never done anything like this before.” Linden shrugged and added: 



“Why don’t you plan it as you would for you and Seth,” Linden said, which sent Angela into another round of “Oh my God, oh my God, really?” with another chest grab and mouth cover. 



“Money is no object,” I said. “Just keep it within an hour’s drive in any direction. Friday night to Sunday morning.” Angela began to hyperventilate. I handed her Wyn’s diaper bag so she could breathe into it. Bentley and Brandon stifled more laughter until Angela pulled herself together. I was hesitant to ask her if she and Seth would watch Wyn all weekend because I didn’t want her to have a total nervous collapse. Linden wasn’t as concerned as he said: 



“Woud you and Seth take care of Wyn all weekend?” As our friend said another round of 

“Oh my Gods,” and assorted shaking, hand wringing and heavy breathing, I said to Bentley and Brandon, “You’re going to have a bachelor weekend.” Together, without planning or rehearsing it, the two young men grabbed their chests with one hand, put the other over their mouths and said, in unison: 



“Oh my God, oh my God, really???” Linden and I busted a gut over it and then laughed louder as we realized Angela’s mind was moving too quickly to realize they were imitating her. 



“How about an upscale vegan dinner in Winter Park, followed by a night at a bed & 

breakfast in historical downtown Sanford. Saturday you can take a day cruise up the St. 

John’s. Saturday evening a dinner in historic downtown DeLand,” which is lovely, by the way. Stetson University, which has a very beautiful campus, is in DeLand, “cocktails at a 66 

piano bar at that hotel in Mt. Dora…” as she struggled for its name Linden and I raised our eyebrows at each other and then the others, “overnight in their honeymoon suite and then a brunch and antiquing on Sunday.” Linden, Bentley, Brandon and I wondered how long she had fantasized about that very weekend with her husband. Later Linden and I advised them we would arrange the very same experience for them, at our expense. 



“Perfect,” I spoke for both of us. Linden handed her his credit card and said, “Book it.” I said to Bentley and Brandon: 



“You’re going to spend next Saturday night tittie bar hopping up and down the Orange Blossom Trail in Orlando, in a limousine. 



“Oh?” Brandon said. 



“On Bentley’s dime,” I assured him. 



“I don’t…” he began to say. 



“I got it, bro,” my other son assured him. “Don’t make me tell you my net worth.” 



“You’re going to have to have one drink and one lap dance at every bar. The limo driver…” Bentley cut me off with: 



“Mike,” the Miami driver his company often used. 



“I remember him,” Brandon said. 



“He’s going to keep score of who gets the hottest lap dances by the most attractive dancers.” Strangely, as if he had understood and agreed with the contest, Wyn let out a shout that made all of us laugh. Linden said: 



“You have to hit the Fox Hole. I remember how gross that was.” Before working at Superior Bodies my husband was a bouncer at tittie bars, keeping patrons in line not with his height and brawn, but with his Walthers PPK. “And Pure Platinum.” 



“I once hosted a bachelor party at The Booby Trap.” 



“Eeeeew,” Linden recalled that, too. Then he said, “Dancers Royale, Rachel’s…” 



“Rachel’s is too high-end,” I said, shaking my head. “Club Juana?” Linden shook his head and said: 



“It closed. Got zoned out by the city of Casselberry.” 
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“Fuckers,” I snapped, and then remembered Linden and I agreed not to use language in front of Wyn. “Ooopsie!” Angela, whose mind had been racing about the romantic weekend she was tasked to book for Linden and me suddenly looked at us hard and said: 



“Charlie, Chuck…how do you know about all these places?” Poor Angela. As far as she knew my husband and I were new to Florida. 



“Oh, we just made up the names,” Linden said. “We’ve never been to Orlando.” 



“Does it even have a red light district?” I asked Brandon. “I thought it was just Walt Disney World.” 



“Oh, they have them,” Brandon said. “I don’t know what they’re called, though.” 



“We’ll find out next weekend, huh, buddy,” Bentley said, slapping Brandon on the back and helping cover Linden and my asses for revealing our detailed knowledge of Orlando strip clubs. Bentley brought up the “Winter Key” finale and promotional events in Miami, Los Angeles and Santa Fe that would introduce the spin-off series, “Homefires,” 

set in Santa Fe and starring Remy Whitefire and his daughter Dagmar. “You know,” he said to Brandon, “we could work Friday and Wally into it if they’d want to appear.” 



“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know if you could afford them.” We all laughed at his joke. OK, Angela didn’t because she didn’t get it. I explained: 



“As hot as they are, after just the leaked footage…” Brandon said: 



“They’ve both been offered modeling jobs.” 



“Have they?” I asked. Bentley nodded. 



“I got them an agent in Miami. They didn’t tell you?” They hadn’t. Though I had been busy with “My Fair Lady,” and hosting Sean and his family. Friday was a pretty girl, and those golden curls. Wally was also attractive, too. “Disabled models are very hot right now,” Bentley said. “That soldier whose leg was amputed is the hottest male underwear model since Jim Palmer,” the professional baseball player who did ads for jockey underwear in the early eighties. 



“I remember him,” Linden said. 



“Oh, and so do I,” I told them in a tone suggesting I was very familiar with those ads. 



“Ooooo,” Angela said. “I need to google him while I’m booking your weekend.” 



“I recommend it,” I said. 
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We got all quiet for a moment, including Wyn, who had fallen asleep in his high chair. 

Then Bentley, who later told me he had been waiting for the right moment, said to Brandon: 



“We’re going to start shooting ‘Homefires’ in the summer. Would you be interested in directing one of the episodes?” At once, Linden, Bentley and I grabbed our chests with one hand and covered our mouths with the other. Angela did it, too, but genuinely. 

Brandon just grabbed his stomach and leaned over the table. He opened his mouth, I thought to throw up. Instead he whispered: 



“Thank you. Buddy.” 







I mentioned Linden and my anniversary weekend in an email to Joan, Colin, Sean and Thomas, only, as William Jr. wouldn’t be interested and I would tell Matthew, with whom I was closest, about it on the phone separately. Everyone agreed it was a lovely idea and Sean asked what I planned to sing at the Mt. Dora piano bar. “Nothing,” I replied, because while I could carry a tune, I was no soloist. “Piano bars have their regulars. Good singers,” I wrote. “They don’t want someone new coming in with their average voice.” Thomas replied-to-all: 



“You should do it, Christian. Sing your song,” meaning Linden’s and mine. I advised my siblings that we don’t have one and they were astonished. 



“What are yours?” I asked. Joan wrote first: 



“Anything by Yanni.” He’s the new age musician who spent years living with actress Linda Evans. Like Joan and Winston, they were members of the Ramtha School of Enlightenment. “Love is All is our favorite, though, so that.” Colin hadn’t heard of Yanni and Joan urged him to Google the musician. Sean wrote: 



“‘Do You Wanna Dance,’” specifically Bette Midler’s version of it. It was no surprise to any of us as he and Brigid danced to it at their wedding. Thomas said his and Malachi’s was: 



“‘That’s All I Ask of You,’” from “Phantom of the Opera.” Colin didn’t know that either and wrote that he would Google it. In the same message he wrote: 



“‘Lovin’ You,’ by that woman who hits those really high notes.” 



“Minnie Ripperton,” Joan, Sean, Thomas and I replied-to-all almost at once. On the phone I asked Matthew what his and Rosalie’s song was and he said: 



“‘Right Here Waiting For You,’” a Richard Marx song a cover of which I recall he made at one of those record-your-own-song places in malls in the eighties and nineties. 
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“Don’t tell me,” I said, “you played it for her and she fell in love with you.” 



“No,” Matthew replied. “She loved me before that, and continued loving me in spite of it.” We laughed and then I reminded him of what a good job he did of it, because he really did. He also did Bruce Springstein’s “Tunnel of Love,” which so impressed the folks at the record-your-own-song place in the White Plains mall that they played it out loud in their little store, and then throughout the mall later that afternoon. 



“What’s William Jr. and Susan’s song,” I asked my little brother. 



“I don’t know. Ask him,” he said. I did so in a text. William Jr. texted back: 



“Your Song.” I thought that was very sweet. OK, I didn’t initially, because I didn’t know what he meant. He didn’t put it in quotes and he didn’t capitalize the “s” in song. Too lazy I guess. That caused obtuse me to think he said that his and Susan’s song was my song, which I didn’t understand. I nearly wrote back to ask him to clarify, but I figured it would be something stupid and I would make a fool of myself. I ran it by Linden who said: 



“Your Song.” 



“What about my song?” I asked. “What song is mine?” He smiled at me as he would a cute puppy taking a poop. Then he began singing Elton John’s “Your Song” and I was mortified and so glad I hadn’t written back to William Jr. More than that, though, I was impressed and moved by Linden’s voice. 



My husband is not a big talker, though compared to me, no one but Sean is. He also never sings along to the radio or anything. He sings “Happy Birthday” on birthdays, but doesn’t put any effort into it. Bottom line: I’ve never heard him sing, really, until then. And it was very lovely, and not just because it was him. “Your Song” has a simple melody, so it didn’t challenge him or anything. It was just sweet. Linden’s singing was sweet, and when he was done with the two lines required for me to identify the song, he stopped. 

“No,” I said, “go on.” He shook his head and went back to whatever he was doing. 



I thought William Jr.’s and the other songs my siblings mentioned all were good and romantic. Then I thought what song I would sing for Linden at the piano bar. I thought about it Sunday afternoon while my husband and I cleaned the house and Bentley brought Wyn and the pups over to Diane Jastro’s house for a play date. I deliberately put on the radio as I swept, mopped and dusted the living room. Linden put on a separate radio as he cleaned the kitchen. While I played around with stations—pop, oldies, big band, light rock, classic rock—trying to determine what I thought would mean something to my husband, he stuck with country music, which, like fantasy books and movies, was another guilty pleasure. Guilty if it had been me, that is, ‘cuz Linden could have cared less who thought what about his taste in books, movies or music. 
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Nothing came to me. I went online and ran a search for romantic songs. None of them made me think of my husband. I thought for half a second that “Your Song” could be our song, too, because Linden sang it so nicely. I dismissed it as my brother and sister-in-law’s. Linden and I needed something of our own. 



I went to bed thinking of songs and came very close to asking Linden what a good song for us was. I thought that would be too deliberate, though. It should come naturally to us. 

It should appear to us. Reveal itself, you know? One of the muses needed to communicate it to me. It needed to be, like, an epiphany. Hahahaha, I’m irritating myself. 

Still, I thought about it, and even stared at him in bed next to me after he fell asleep. I thought that like Wyn and Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, and Gladys, Harley and Asa, Linden Midwinter was the thing I most wanted to see. 



I, too, fell asleep that Sunday night. Monday I stopped thinking about finding a song for us entirely. Linden did errands in the morning that included bringing Wyn for a checkup with his doctor in Daytona Beach. Bentley and I took the pups for a long walk, as much for their sake as for his. He no longer walked on a cane, but he still walked slowly and awkwardly. Also, he couldn’t climb stairs without a railing. 



During that walk I told Bentley about Logan, Cufe and Cheole and Violet luring pedophiles to Homefires, killing them, burying their bodies and driving their cars to obscure locations and setting them, including and especially their GPSes, on fire. “HOLY 

FUCK!” my son said so loudly he startled the pups, and everyone in a half mile radius. 

Then, softly but with some anger he asked, “Did you put them up to this?” 



“NO!” I said, nearly as loud as he had been. “I didn’t,” I said. “I swear, Bentley, I didn’t arrange a sting operation with children as bait.” 



“Who did?” he asked. 



“Logan.” 



“A kid.” I told him about Logan’s having been born to sociopath prostitute pornstars who recorded his birth and sold it to men and women who got off on watching babies born.” 



“What?” Bentley was incredulous. I told him the rest of Logan’s story, up to and including he and Marjorie killing one of his former tricks. 



“That’s where he got the idea,” I said. “Really, is murdering criminals such a leap after all he endured?” 



“How did you find out it was going on?” Bentley asked. 



“A local madam, Elena Dietrich, told me.” 



“Elena Dietrich,” Bentley said. “Isn’t that the name of an old movie star? 
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“Marlena,” I corrected him. “She knew who I was the minute I drove into the city. She visited the motel twice, the first time to advise me it was her territory and that we could work together if I wanted but I could not pimp the neighborhood kids and not cut her in.” 



“Oh…what did you do to her?” 



“Anne and I poisoned her.” 



“Anne, the prison warden.” I nodded. 



“During a second visit to the motel. That’s when she told me Logan was tricking. 



“And you buried her body?” 



“No, we called the police and they took her body. I gave her phone to an FBI agent I know.” Bentley was speechless. “We buried everyone else’s bodies in an empty field where we played baseball.” Bentley was familiar with that already; indeed, he had seen it on TV and knew exactly where I was because who else would create a little league team of kids wearing wigs? “I think you should wait until the third or fourth season to reveal it.” Bentley gave me such a look of wonder. “The sting operation. Maybe allude to it the second and third. Have Remy find the occasional burnt out car in the desert.” 



“Oh, Christian,” Bentley began, “I don’t know. I don’t know if we can go there…” I wanted to ask if he was kidding, and wasn’t he all about being cutting edge. I said nothing, though. My friend…son had been too good to me over the years. I wouldn’t put him on the spot or force him into using a storyline with which he was uncomfortable. 

“And they’re still doing it?” he asked. 



“I hope so,” I said. “Though Violet looks so much older than she is, being tall. I suppose they could use an old picture of her.” 



“And they haven’t been caught. By the police or the feds?” 



“Everett Jones knows about it.” Bentley knew who he was. “He doesn’t mind. The F.B.I. 

doesn’t mind.” He was speechless. I said, “Bentley, we live in a world where people have sex with babies. They need to be found out and killed. Not everyone has the balls to find them and kill them. Logan, the twins and Violet do, and so they should.” Bentley was still speechless. And stunned. And kind of angry with me for supporting it. That was also clear. When he could speak he said: 



“Let’s go see Friday and Wally.” He wanted to take his mind off what I had told him and, so, suggested we see the girl who set up Brandon’s reunion with his mother and crashed it with a Linden’s and my gun. I thought maybe I would spare him that story and maybe not suggest that Friday would have totally volunteered for Logan’s sting thing. 
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As we approached Diane’s Gladys and Harley got excited to see Buster and Sally, and so pulled on their leashes. I bent down and let them off so they could take running jumps over the low fence. I unleashed Asa, too, and placed her over the fence so she could sniff around and play with the others. Wally sat alone on the porch reading some Braille book and listening to a big old boom box radio I imagined Diane bought twenty years before. 

“Charley?” he said, having heard the beagles barking their happiness at seeing their friends. 



“Wally?” I said. “I’m here with Bentley.” Wally closed his book and stood up as we entered through the front gate. We walked up the short path and up three steps to the porch and each gave the boy a hug. 



“Can I get you something to drink?” It was such a pleasure to hear Wally and speak to him. He spoke so well, too. He was very articulate. Friday told me he sometimes listened to the news on the radio or TV and repeated what the announcers said so he could sound just like them. 



“Nothing for me, thanks,” I said. 



“I’m good,” said Bentley. 



“We just need a short rest from our long walk.” The three of us sat down and made small talk. Wally explained that Diane was at an AA meeting and Friday was napping, having been up late talking her useless foster sister Mary down from a drug trip. “Where’s Mary now?” I asked. 



“In rehab. In Orlando. Diane dropped her off and then went right to a meeting.” 



“I’m sorry for her,” Bentley said. Wally nodded. I noticed the song and asked its name. 



“This is Coldplay,” Wally said. “Brandon got me their CD.” The three of us listened to a song that had something to do with stars. 



“You’re a sky full of stars. Such a heavenly view,” were among its lyrics. I concentrated on it and then asked Wally to play it from the beginning. He did. It was lovely. The melody, the arrangement and the very simple, beautiful lyrics. Halfway through it I said: 



“Wow.” Wally just nodded. Bentley gave me a knowing look, but waited until it was over to ask: 



“Who does it make you think of?” I said: 



“It makes me think of the man I was staring at last night. While he was sleeping. I thought there was no nicer view.” 



“Even a sky full of stars?” Wally asked. 
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“Even that,” I said, and then asked Wally if I could borrow his CD. 



Wally came back to the hotel with us to join us for a lunch of chick-pea salad sandwiches. We went at the normal lunch time though as it was a Monday in February it still wasn’t busy. I had Angela box up three sandwiches for Wally go give to Friday, Diane and Alex. Then I walked him home to get the pups. When I got back to the house Bentley asked me to come up to his room. I pulled down the stairs and climbed up. My son pulled the steps back up before saying anything. I wondered if he was going to berate me for not stopping Logan and the others from putting themselves in danger. Instead he handed me a folder and nodded for me to open it. I did, to find the sheet music for Coldplay’s “You’re a Sky Full of Stars.” He had downloaded and printed it and I was thrilled. “Thank you!” I said. 



“You should bring it to rehearsal this afternoon. Ask Elinor to go over it with you.” 



“That’s a great idea,” I said. “Thank you, Bentley,” I said again. 



Linden, Wyn and Bentley went with me to “My Fair Lady” rehearsal that afternoon. It was for singing primarily. We finished at six. I told Linden and Bentley I needed to stick around and speak to Elinor and they left. 



“We’ll see you back at the house,” my son said, lifting his little brother and leading Linden out of the ballroom. When they were gone I approached Elinor, told her about the anniversary weekend and asked her if she would help me with the song. 



“Of course!” she said, and then made sure Linden was out of the building and the ballroom doors were securely closed she was so jazzed about being part of my surprise song for him. She ran through it once and got choked up. “This is lovely,” she said. We then went through it together. It was written in the key the Coldplay people sang it in, which was perfect, because it required me to use my falsetto. Elinor got choked up again when we were done. Her reaction made me smile. Then she got serious and said, “What about the line, ‘Go on and tear me apart?’” 



“I thought about that,” I said, ‘cuz I had. “The rest of the song is so good, though.” 



“Let’s change that lyric.” Elinor thought about it and said, “How about ‘Won’t you please, won’t you give me your heart?’” It was perfect, and instant. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought about it first. I was so grateful. We did the song two more times and she said, “Memorize it, and then tomorrow we’ll go over some warm-ups before we start.” 

Then she stood up and gave me a hug. “Thank you for including me in this. I’m so happy for you and Linden.” I thanked her back and left the music with her so Linden wouldn’t stumble across it at home. 



I practiced with Elinor three more times that week. Then, on Friday, Linden packed for our weekend and left Wyn and all his stuff with Brandon at the front desk. He would 74 

hang with him until Angela closed the café around nine p.m. Seth would then pick up his wife and their guest and Bentley would pick up Brandon in the limousine our friend Mike was driving. Friday night they went to a concert in DeLand and then Saturday night was the tittie bar limousine competition. 



The first stop was dinner at Daya, a high-end vegan restaurant in Winter Park. Expensive but extremely yummy. The best part was the appetizers were really tiny, which meant we could order and sample a bunch of them. For our main course I got stuffed shells with a cashew based cheese. Linden got vegan tacos. Both were yummy. We both skipped dessert as we had enjoyed so many appetizers and a salad, too. After dinner we strolled up and down Park Avenue and had drinks in one or two bars. Then we went to the Sanford bed & breakfast. It was in a gigantic old Victorian house that was right out of Rowaneck. Indeed, it could have been any of two dozen houses on the paper route my brothers and I once had. Angela arranged for us to have a late check-in. The owner, a woman about sixty who looked kind of like Aunt Francy from Erin Fleming’s house, showed us to an airconditioned room on the third floor. It had sloping ceilings and a brass bed next to a tiny attic window. “Lovely,” I said. 



“Yes,” Linden agreed. 



“Breakfast is anytime you get up. There will be coffee and a refrigerator full of food you can help yourself to. My husband and I will be around to make eggs or anything you want.” We thanked our hostess and she left us. I stripped down to boxer briefs and a t-shirt and Linden to jockeys and a tank top, our standard sleepwear. I was slim enough but out of shape for there being no pool in Wysteria for me to use. Linden’s exercise regimen wasn’t as vigorous since his Gillian-Barre syndrome in 2006. He still used free weights and ran when it wasn’t ninety degrees outside. We laid in bed next to the attic window and I looked from him to the stars in the sky outside and found myself humming the Coldplay song I had practiced so many times that week. 



“What’s that?” Linden asked. 



“What’s what?” I said, playing dumb. 



“That song. What are you humming?” he asked. 



“I didn’t know I was humming,” I lied. 



“Yes, you did,” he said. 



“Did not.” 



“Did too.” 



“Did not.” 
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“Did too. What was it?” he asked, firmly. 



“I don’t remember. It was so long ago.” Like, ten seconds. Linden gave up and suggested without enthusiasm, we get our rocks off. 



“I’m not feeling it,” I said, speaking for both of us. As neither of us was sleepy or horny we fired up Linden’s laptop and watched “NCIS: New Orleans,” Linden’s new favorite show. I remember watching only one episode in full before nodding off. 



The following morning Linden and I showered, had coffee, fruit and toast, and checked out. We had an hour to kill before the St. Johns river cruise so we explored historic downtown Sanford. The boat ride was lovely, but too long. I was done in two hours and it was a whole four. The vegetarian meal they served was made with milk, eggs and butter and so we just had drinks. We also ran into, are you sitting down, Nathan and Ted, this couple who were members of Superior Bodies and who helped bust down the door of a cubicle when that freak Gordon was jacking off while rubbing food all over fat Reggie and insulting him horribly. EEEEK! What a day that was! They recognized Linden and me, having known us before Felda cast the anonymity spell. They knew we were on the run, though, and so just nodded. I nodded back and then we avoided each other. 



After the cruise we drove to DeLand, checked into an old hotel in the historic district there, showered, got our groove on, and then explored its shops. One of them was an old record store that sold vinyl albums from the sixties through the eighties. It was way cool and nostalgic. As we had no turntable we didn’t buy anything. It was fun to browse, though. We had dinner at some place whose name I can’t remember. High-end, they had a gourmet vegan pizza that was out of this world. There was a concert in a downtown park, someone playing Janis Ian and Joan Baez. The woman looked like the child the women could have had had it been possible. She had her own arrangement of “At Seventeen” and other songs and was very good. 



Then we hit the piano bar at the hotel and I started getting super nervous. The piano was in a tiny room with a bar next to a larger dining room. It was early. Between eight and nine, I think, but there were about ten people sitting around a grand piano played by a pudgy old gay guy in a sports shirt and stretch slacks. And his hair was died a bright blonde. And he wore color contacts a jarring shade of aquamarine. We entered the room and found a couple of seats next to each other against a window to the main downtown street. Some young man was singing Whitney Houston’s version of “Greatest Love of All.” He had some pipes and was very good. I excused myself to go to the bar and get us drinks, and took a detour to our room and get the “You’re a Sky Full of Stars” sheet music in my bag. I folded it up and put it in the pocket of the khakis I wore that day. 

When I returned to the piano room I was stunned to find everyone, including the pianist, looking at me with big smiles. I nearly said “What?” but found myself unable to speak when I saw that Linden had moved from his seat and was standing next to the piano. My Linden. My husband. The soft spoken man who could wind it up when necessary but who, to my knowledge, had never performed more than gymnastics in front of anyone 76 

was clearly going to sing. I took four or five steps to the bar, not taking my eyes off him, and said, “Double Dewar’s. Straight.” I sucked it down and Linden said, to the audience: 



“I prepared this for my husband of eleven years, Charlie Cash.” He indicated me with a nod and my knees got so weak I had to lean on the bar. I took a seat on an empty stool and watched the pianist play the lively opening to a country song called “I Love You.” I recognized it from flipping through stations on my car radio. As country songs go, it was tolerable and even enjoyable. I hadn’t paid much attention to the lyrics, though, until Linden began singing. 




I burst into tears after the first verse and kept wept through the rest of the song, which Linden sang well. Bless his heart, he was no more a soloist than I, but his performance was so sincere and earnest, and he looked at me the whole of it…It was so excellent and moving. The best thing I had ever heard. And such a surprise. I could go on for days carrying on about how much it meant to me and how grand a thing it was for him to sing it. I could but will instead skip to the end, where the ten people clapped so loudly there could have been a hundred of them. Linden thanked the pianist, slipped him a fifty and then found his way through the surrounding chairs to me. I stood up and threw my arms around him, bawling and saying “Thank you,” and “I love you,” when I could. He kissed me a couple of times and everyone watched us and continued to clap. After a bit I released him, wiped tears off my face, blew my nose and said, to everyone, “I prepared something for my husband, also without telling him.” Linden feigned surprise for the audience, which grew to close to twenty thanks to all the clapping. People popped their heads in to see what all was going on and most of them stayed. I approached the wonderful pianist who had indulged Linden, unfolding my music and handing it to him. 



“Oh, this is nice,” he said. “This is very nice.” I nodded to him and he played the introduction. An “awwwwww” swept the room as people recognized the song. When it was time for me to begin singing I opened my mouth and nothing came out. I was still so overwhelmed by my husband’s having sung for me I couldn’t sing, or speak. The pianist stopped. I laughed at myself and shook my head in an apology. Everyone was patient and enjoying the Christian and Linden love show. The guy played the introduction again and again I couldn’t sing. I couldn’t. My heart was beating and I was sweating and so nervous and overwhelmed. The pianist stopped again and I managed to say: 



“I think someone else should go.” I slipped him a couple of twenties and he thanked me graciously and then hugged me and whispered: 



“I envy the two of you.” I then returned to the bar and stood next to Linden because the room hand completely filled up and there was no empty seat or stool. A couple of people tried to speak to us. We nodded to them and ignored their comments and inquiries. We hugged and kissed again and then turned our attention to the piano, the piano player, and the attractive black woman in a sexy black dress, pumps and pearls whom I recognized as: 
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“Elinor.” Before I could say anything further the pianist played the intro to “You’re a Sky Full of Stars” for the third time and my new favorite person, high school principal Elinor Bowman sang. Beautifully. Looking at Linden and me the entire time. We watched her with our arms around each other. She was perfect. She sang perfectly, hitting every note with confidence. And passion. It was so awesome. She wanted to see my public performance so she crashed the piano bar and then stepped in for me when I couldn’t do it. “She rocks,” I said to Linden. 



“You rock,” he said back, and leaned his head on mine as we continued to listen to one of our two songs. 
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Chapter 6 



Evergreen High School’s production of “My Fair Lady” was not going well, and a couple of times I considered chucking the whole thing, apologizing to the cast, Elinor and my friends, and picking up knitting or something. Linden recognized those instances when I got discouraged. Actually, everyone did, because I have no poker face. Linden was the only one who responded. Both times he said, simply, “Suck it up.” So compassionate…HAH! No enabler, he. 



The play was doomed, I thought, twice, and both times recalled that the company that owned the rights to it refused to let us put it on because it had just sold/rented? the rights to Talbot High. It was their policy, and apparently the policy of every play company, not to let two groups in the same community put on the same show in the same year. “Screw that!” I recall telling Linden. “We’ll just copy scripts and music from Seth.” I went to Seth’s office that day, or the next, and told him what I needed him to do. He was reluctant, as it was a violation of the contract the school or school district signed with the play company. “If they find out I’ll tell ‘em I got it on the black market.” The principal, and my casual friend, agreed and had Timmy/Danny copy everything for me. 



Every one of the dozen people who auditioned for the play was cast. That the principal roles would be played by people suited to them was huge, but the chorus was only, like, a handful of kids, few of whom could sing and none of whom could dance. Bentley suggested a separate audition for a dance crew that would appear in the Ascot, ball and 

“Get Me to the Church” scenes. Not one of the Evergreen students showed up to that audition, held a week after the initial one. “Damn,” Bentley said. “I guess I’ll just have to hire one.” My son called the Miami choreographer he had already tapped to work on the show and said, “I need you to hire professional dancers. Five men and five women. Send the invoice to Bentley Howard Productions.” 



“Ask her to send us their measurements right away,” I said. Jessica Polaski was in China designing for some huge company and was on a deadline. She couldn’t leave to come to Florida to help us in person, but she told me to send an email for each cast member with a pic, measurements and role. 



“I’ll design costumes and send you patterns,” she wrote. “You need to get some people to sew them.” 



“Oh sure,” I said to my husband after reading her message out loud. “There’s a clothing factory down the street that’s looking for clients. Let me call them.” Then I whined about everything else and got all self-pitying and Linden said: 



“Suck it up,” and then, “There’s got to be a sewing circle in the community, or nearby. A quilting club. Lenore’s old. Ask her. And Elinor.” I asked both and Lenore said: 



“I couldn’t sew to save my life.” 
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“Do you know anyone who can?” 



“I don’t, Charley.” Then she continued, in a really good British accent, “If you need a Mrs. Higgins,” Henry Higgins’ mother, “I’m available.” It was actually a role, a small one, we hadn’t cast and I figured I would play it myself. 



“You’re on,” I said and then emailed Elinor. She replied quickly, copying her assistant. 



“Jocelyn’s mother and her church friends sew dresses for poor children in Africa.” 



“You’re kidding,” I replied-to-all. Leave it to Americans to encourage people in other cultures on other continents in other hemispheres to wear gingham dresses. I suggested Linden and I attend one of their meetings and ask them if they would sew our costumes, for a large cash donation to Oxfam America…or Africa. Jocelyn wrote: 



“I’m sure they will. I think they’ll appreciate a challenge.” Linden said: 



“J.J.’s foundation?” My former student James Jason Simmons’ African charity focuses on protecting and empowering girls and women. I nodded and Linden said, “I’ll get some brochures to bring with us.” 



The old ladies met on Saturdays at a Baptist church a few blocks from the high school. 

Linden and I dressed in chinos and sport shirts and dressed Wyn up in a handsome sailor suit Aunt Prudence had bought and had altered for him. We drove to the church, arriving at two-thirty p.m., a half hour after the weekly meeting began. Jocelyn met us in the parking lot and advised us no sewing actually went on during the meeting, that it was more a social thing during which the ladies showed off their week’s work and exchanged gossip and patterns. When she saw Wyn in his carseat she said, “You’re going to have them eating out of your hands.” I later told Linden Jocelyn seems so mild mannered at the school. 



“Who thought she was such a manipulator?” The four of us entered the church office building and Jocelyn led us to a recreation/reception room. It had paneled walls, dark carpeting and a huge conference table around which seven old ladies sat. A dozen very pretty dresses were spread over the table. Jessi introduced us to her mother, Hazel, who then introduced us to her friends. No sooner had we learned each other’s names, the women shot to their feet and descended on Wyn. 



“Such a handsome boy,” one said. 



“Which one of you is the real father?” asked Josephine, whose name I remember ‘cuz she was way tacky but so funny. 



“What pretty blue eyes,” said another. 





80 

“Where’s his arms?” asked Josephine. Linden explained, softly, that Wyn was born without arms. 



“What an angel,” said another. 



“Where’s his legs?” asked Josephine. Linden explained, softly, that Wyn was born without legs. 



“Oh, look, he’s smiling at me,” said another. 



“How’s he gonna please himself with no arms and no legs?” asked Josephine. Linden said, softly, that we would figure something out. Mortified by Josephine’s inquires, Hazel said: 



“Let us show you our work,” and gestured toward the dresses. They were all made with light cotton fabrics, “The heat,” one old girl explained. Only one was gingham, a green, and only one other was plaid, a red. The rest were orange/red/yellow/brown fabrics with what appeared to me to be African designs. “We have to appeal to their tastes,” said another woman. 



“They’re beautiful,” Linden and I said, simultaneously, and then I added, “The girls must be very happy to have them.” 



“We also send them drawers,” Josephine said. “We get them at WalMart.” I nodded politely. “Those girls don’t have any drawers over there in Africa. A terrible thing not to wear drawers. Unhealthy!” 



“I’m wearing mine,” Linden assured her, which made me and the other women laugh. 



“I never go anywhere without putting on a clean pair of drawers,” Josephine said…no, announced. “You never know when you’re gonna have a stroke and go to the hospital. 

Imagine the doctors looking at you and seeing you weren’t wearing clean drawers.” 



“I can’t,” I said. “I just can’t.” 



“Cuz you were raised right,” Josephine advised me. Then she looked from me to Linden to me to Linden and asked, “Which one of you is the man and which one of you is the woman in the relationship?” 



“Let’s talk about the costumes!” Hazel interjected, super loud. We all took seats, Wyn on Linden’s lap. One of our new friends served Linden and me some super yummy coffee and slices of pound cake that were likely not vegan but that we ate to be polite. Wyn was off the bottle so Linden fed him pound cake. 



I told the sewing circle about the play and our need for costumes. “We have the designs. 

We just need someone to secure the fabric and sew the outfits.” I produced the patterns 81 

Jessica sent and Linden had printed at Kinko’s, because of their size. Everyone but Josephine examined them with interest. She said: 



“What’s black people doing putting on ‘My Fair Lady?’” she asked. Linden said: 



“It’s a fantastic show with excellent music. There’s no reason it should be limited to whites.” Everyone but Josephine agreed heartily while the old battle axe shook her head and grimaced. Hazel said: 



“You’re going to need a lot of fabric. Some of it very expensive.” Jocelyn said: 



“They have a budget for all of that,” and produced a credit card Linden had arranged for her to purchase fabric locally or online. 



“When do you need these by?” another woman asked. 



“Six weeks?” I said, and then explained, “The patterns we have are for the principal cast and some of the chorus members. We’ll need costumes for dancers, whom we’re hiring.” 



“Hiring?” Josephine said, indignantly. “I thought this was a school play.” Linden: 



“It is. Sadly, there’s not enough interest among the students to fill a chorus.” 



“That’s because it’s a white play,” Josephine reminded us. “Black folks don’t need to be putting on a white play. That’s why no one wants to do it.” No one said anything, though I was sure the other women thought similarly. It was apparent in their faces. I exchanged a look with Linden and then said, flatly: 



“OK, this is the deal.” No longer the polite man from Rowaneck, I continued, drawling, 

“Those bitches at Talbot High are putting on ‘My Fair Lady.’ I know ‘cuz I know the principal’s wife. She’s this woman who works at the café in the Wysteria hotel, wandering around in a moth-eaten dress from the nineteenth century and annoying patrons.” I had everyone’s full attention. “Her name is Angela and her husband Seth is a total bastard who abuses her, verbally, and encourages her bad behavior.” 



“What does he say to her?” asked Josephine. Linden, who knew I was going to play the competition card if I had to, but didn’t expect me to make up all kinds of dirt about our friends, but should have, said, as Seth: 



“‘You’re useless. No one else would have you. You’re crazy. I could replace you in a minute.” The old ladies gasped sincerely. Jocelyn just pretended to. 



“He’s a horrible man. Puts on airs ‘cuz he runs Talbot High. Has a huge budget he likes to spend on liquor, by the way.” Gasps from everyone but Josephine, who said: 



“And women, too, I bet.” 
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“Oh, he likes the girls,” I told them. “Young ones.” More shock. “He knows when all their birthdays are, though, so he waits until they’re eighteen and then he seduces them with liquor and drugs.” Horror! “Seth Hickey asked me to direct ‘My Fair Lady’ at the high school but I refused. He offered me big money to produce and direct the show. 

‘We’re renting professional costumes from New York City,’ he said. ‘We’ve got acting coaches and vocal coaches and a professional Broadway choreographer.’ For a high school show!” The women shook their heads. 



“And a symphony orchestra,” Linden said, and then nearly made me laugh by adding, 

“From Philadelphia.” I pretended to cough until I had my laughter under control. “Is there a whiter city than that?” I coughed again. “I mean,” he said slowly, “Phil-a-del-phi-a.” I continued coughing. “Is there one black man in that whole city?” Linden shuddered and Josephine said: 



“I don’t know nobody in Philadelphia!” One old lady said: 



“My cousin Sissy has a daughter who cleans houses in Philadelphia.” 



“Servants,” Linden said, shaking his head. “Are there any black-owned businesses in Philadelphia? Any black musicians in the Philadelphia Symphony Orchestra?” 



“Not one!” Josephine confirmed. I finished coughing and said: 



“Talbot High is going to put on an excellent, professional version of ‘My Fair Lady.’ 

They’ll have beautiful costumes and attractive white actors with beautiful voices.” 



“And scenery,” Linden added, as if it was significant. “And really good lighting.” I laughed at that. It was so silly. “And genuine props. From England.” I roared. I couldn’t help it. I pretended it was because of some sound Wyn made. 



“Isn’t he cute when he passes gas?” I asked everyone. They were too outraged by Talbot High and its white entitlement and all. 



“See why we have to put on ‘My Fair Lady?’” Linden asked. “We have to screw those elitist bitches.” 



“There he goes again!” I accused our son of farting in public for the second time when he hadn’t. I lifted him out of Linden’s lap and smothered him with kisses so no one would notice how my husband was making me laugh. 



“Screw them,” Josephine said, speaking for everyone in the sewing club. “Fuck ‘em!” she added, making me laugh again. “Fuck ‘em all!!!” 



“Josephine,” Hazel admonished her. “Be a lady.” I wondered how often she had to tell her that. Jocelyn said: 
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“You leave the patterns with me. And also your friend’s email, in case I have questions.” 

I gave her Jessica’s email and everything else while Linden distributed information on J.J.’s charity. 



“Since we’re taking you away from your dress-making,” he said, “Charley and I are going to donate five thousand dollars to the Simmons Family Foundation to make up for it. The women examined the material, which gave a detailed but easy-to-read description of the efforts it made for poor women and girls in a handful of African countries. 

Josephine said: 



“Female genital mutilation.” I nodded, not laughing. 



“We’ll look at this later,” she said, and then thanked Linden and me for coming and bringing Wyn. Everyone stood up and thanked each other and shook hands and all that. 

Then Jocelyn walked us out to the parking lot. 



“That couldn’t have gone better,” she said. Neither Linden nor I disagreed, though I wanted to apologize for laughing so hard. She read my face and continued, “Josephine’s out of control. She’s a talented dressmaker, though. They all are. They’ll do a good job with your costumes.” We thanked Jocelyn, who hugged us both and then kissed Wyn. 

“Drop off what additional patterns you get and I’ll distribute them to everyone.” 



“Thank you,” I said. 



“This is a good thing. A good project. They’ll enjoy it,” she said. Then she added, gravely, “It’s good for them to know what’s really happening to girls in Africa.” 



“I agree,” Linden said, as gravely. 



I spent the short ride home reviewing all of Linden’s comments, imitating him saying, 

“Phil-a-del-phi-a,” “Genuine props, from England,” and “We have to screw those elitist bitches.” I rode shotgun, because I knew I wouldn’t be able to drive and laugh as hard as I needed to. Linden just smiled and glanced at our son through the rear view mirror, saying: 



“Daddy’s so silly,” as I laughed so hard I tore up my throat and had to cough, for real. 







My parents, my maternal grandmother and my parents’ siblings were the only people who knew, officially, that my mother had been raped in New Orleans and William Jr. was the son of her attacker. No one told anyone from my generation, so far as I knew, though I suspect my mother discussed it with Joan. My oldest sister knew everything anyway and as adults, she and my mother were best friends. And I think they always were. 





84 

Deirdre knew, and William Jr. knew. It occurred to the rest of us at different times in our lives. It occurred to me after I was date raped. 



In retrospect I believe plenty of people in Rowaneck knew. No one said a word to my parents, of course, or to each other, except within marriages or among close friends. It wasn’t the raging gossip of the village or it would have gotten back to one of us Gallaghers and someone would have been punished. My mother…any woman who gave birth to her rapist’s son was too serious a thing to yack about over drinks at the club or across the Sunday brunch table. No one did. People respected my parents, even if they weren’t friends with them or didn’t like them. Not everyone would have carried a baby conceived in rape to term—and in Rowaneck abortions were easy to get—but everyone admired my parents for doing so. 



Everyone, that is, except Rowaneck Mayor and Boy Scout Scoutmaster Milton Payne. 

Like my parents, Milton Payne grew up in Rowaneck. He was born in 1919, two years after my father and five years before my mother. An only child, he was terribly spoiled by parents who were among the few Americans who got richer during the Great Depression. Payne had a plain face and was of average height. He wasn’t bright or athletic. He wore coke-bottle glasses that kept him out of the army. He was average in every way except for his poor eyesight. He was also a douche. In fact, the word douche was probably first used as an insult to describe Milton Payne. “He was a little bastard,” 

my father once said over after a couple of beers or a Manhattan. “A twerp.” My parents were usually good about not dissing other adults in the community, which meant Dad truly had to dislike the then mayor. 



While many young Rowaneck men were fighting in Europe or the Pacific or, like my father, stationed in Mexico—and I still haven’t figured out what was going on that required him to be there—Milton Payne was working with his father on Wall Street and making passes at all the young women whose boyfriends and fiancés were overseas. The very attractive Darlene Dunnock, whose family suffered terribly during the Depression but was still able to maintain a residence in Rowaneck, was the first to bury a sweetheart. 

Payne began wooing her immediately and married her fewer than six months after her boyfriend died. They had three children in three years. A boy, a girl, and a second boy who had trouble breathing during labor and became what people then called an imbecile. 



Milton and Darlene raised their first two children in a large home two houses away from the one Erin Fleming’s parents bought when they emigrated from Russia. Milton sent the second boy to a home in Missouri, and forbade his wife from visiting him. Their house was enormous and had a widows’ walk from which Darlene threw herself in 1982 when she learned of her second son’s death. Unfortunately for her, she didn’t throw herself far enough and wound up landing on and sliding down a back porch roof into bushes. She was able to bust her spine enough to lose the use of her legs, though. It made the rest of her life, which was only ten more years, even more horrible than it had been since she married Payne. She couldn’t walk, which meant she couldn’t run away from her husband, and she had to spend a decade mourning the son she had been too weak to know. 
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Payne told everyone his wife fell. No one believed him. No one liked him. He became mayor of Rowaneck in 1970 or 72 because no one else ran. It wasn’t a big or powerful job. Our village had its own police and fire, but every other service was provided by Westchester County. 



So, Milton Payne was a douche and a horrible father and husband and an inconsequential mayor…but that wasn’t enough. It wasn’t enough for him to irritate his family and the community and abandon his son. Payne had to become Scoutmaster of the Rowaneck troop in 1975 or 76, after his mayoral term was over and a couple of other residents chose to run and he was too scared of being defeated to seek a second term. Payne’s son, who left Rowaneck for Berkeley in 1960 and never came back, had never been a Boy Scout and, to my knowledge, Payne hadn’t either, but I don’t know if the Boy Scouts were around when he was a kid. Anyway, the former mayor contacted the current Rowaneck scoutmaster, Joe Fitzmaurice, and said he wanted in. He then contacted Boy Scout corporate headquarters, told them the same thing, and sent them a check that was just large enough for them to demote Fitzmaurice and give Payne his title. 



Joe Fitzmaurice, whose son Joe Jr. was two years younger than Thomas and two years older than me, was a very nice man and his son was all kinds of fun. While I didn’t know Mr. Fitzmaurice, who insisted the boys call him Joe, from Boy Scouts, he and his wife often chaperoned at the Lillian Langford School of Ballroom Dancing when their son or two daughters, who were my age and Matthew’s age, attended. Joe and his wife Pauline were never satisfied just doing the receiving lines. They always danced themselves and Joe danced with Delores Smart, who, I think, had a little crush on him. 



Milton Payne became Rowaneck’s Scoutmaster when William Jr. was a junior or senior in high school. Payne didn’t like my parents and the feeling was mutual. There was tension between them when he was mayor and, likely, throughout their lives. Indeed I heard from Aunt Margaret that Payne had made romantic overtures to my mother, even after he got married. “She ignored him,” Margaret said. It didn’t surprise me that she would handle a pass made by a married man that way. Margaret didn’t say if Payne approached her or my father’s other sisters, which meant he didn’t, because she would have totally brought it up. Too scared of Dad, probably. Or more likely my father’s mother, who you’ll remember punched her daughter Rosamund’s husband Mark Cavanaugh to death after she died giving birth to my cousin Kitty. 



Yikes! So much drama… 



Payne didn’t like my parents and he didn’t like William Jr., whom he treated as he would a piece of dog shit he discovered on the bottom of his shoe, or my brothers Sean or Thomas, the latter of whom was gay and the former of whom only seemed gay. 

Years…decades later, Colin told me that at meetings and scout events, Payne often brought up race relations or rape in front of him and William Jr., specifically he realized later, to see how our oldest brother would react. “We need to be kind to blacks,” he said, 

“even though there are more criminals, as a percentage of the population, of blacks than whites,” Colin said the scoutmaster told them, as a kind of life lesson. “Terrible things 86 

they do: rob white people, and black people, too…their own kind! Take and sell marijuana and other drugs…rape white women.” Imagine my rage hearing that. Lucky for Payne he was dead by then or I would have strangled his ass. “Watch out for homosexual men. You’ll know them by the way they hold their hands,” Payne also said, demonstrating limp wrists. “They’ll try to put their penises in your rectums. That’s what they do. It’s called buggering and it’s also a kind of rape.” 



Well, hearing all that from Colin made me especially glad of the very mean trick my brothers and I played on the scoutmaster in the fall of 1977, two years before “Friday the 13th” introduced the genre of horror movie where teenagers get picked off one by one while they’re camping. 



Two hours north of Rowaneck was a lake which was named after an Indian word I can neither pronounce nor spell. It had an island called Indian Head, named for a large rock on its northern side that protruded twenty feet over the lake and looked like a human face. 

Campers would canoe out to Indian Head, set up camp, and spend whole days jumping off the Indian Head rock into the lake. The island was maintained by the county, which one I can’t tell you, and campers had to register with and pay a fee to a county agency in order to visit it. Indian Head was popular with Boy Scout troops all over southern New York State. Getting a weekend reservation during the summer was impossible. Ditto Columbus and Veterans Day weekends. Rowaneck’s troop had an annual reservation that third weekend in October, which was never Halloween weekend but well into the season. 



New Year’s Eve 2015 I asked Sean, because the plan was his, of course, why he chose the 1977 visit my brothers and other boy scouts made to the lake to scare the fuck out of twerp and total asshole Milton Payne. He said he did the math and determined there was no other time when our parents’ six boys could all participate in the Milton Payne’s humiliation and then said, “I never cared that Payne thought I was gay and was never bothered when he tried to needle me and Thomas at meetings.” 



“And Thomas was too popular to care,” I said. Sean nodded and continued: 



“It bothered William Jr., though. The references he made to black men raping white women. It was so cruel, Christian. And William Jr. just swallowed it.” He added, 

“William Jr. was in his first year of college, so no one would suspect him of participating in it. Rowaneck didn’t have a Cub Scout troop, so talking Mom and Dad into letting us bring Matthew was easy. ‘He’ll be with Colin, Thomas and me,’ I said,” and Sean busted out laughing. 



“Had Thomas not gone—” I started to say, and Sean finished: 



“Had it been just me and Colin, Mom would never have allowed it.” 



“He was her favorite…” 



“So when he told her to let him come she agreed right away.” 
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“Way to leverage that relationship,” I told Sean, who shrugged modestly. 



The basic plan was for all the scouts and Milton Payne to drive two hours to the lake, canoe to Indian Head, settle in, and then disappear one by one until only Payne was left. 

As there were always minimum two adults on every camping trip, and as the very nice Joe Fitzmaurice planned to come on that one, he had to be taken out. Sean approached Joey and asked him to feed his father a rotten egg during the week. “It’ll give him salmonella. He’ll have diarrhea for a week but he’ll be glad in the end for the belly fat he loses.” Joey thought the idea was hilarious and worth his father’s misery, especially when he and his mother heard about it later. 



The plan required the other scouts’ participation. Joey was already on board and playing a vital role, leaving six boys to approach. They included Colin’s buddy Dillon Cassidy, with whom he spent his childhood play fighting so they could each appear tough and impress girls. He agreed right away. So did T.J. Hallinan, whom I would be friends with in senior year of high school. Butch somebody and Justin somebody else were best friends and in Thomas’ class. He asked them both to participate. They hesitated. My brother used charm and persuasion first, and when they still wouldn’t commit threatened to out them to everyone in town even though they weren’t gay. That changed their minds, and fast. 



Thomas was so adorable. Friendly, talented, smart and popular, but what a barracuda when necessary! 



A kid named Carl was a forgettable piece of milquetoast Sean’s age who also initially hesitated but whom my brother convinced without having to threaten. That left two juniors, both of whom, are you sitting down, were named Levi. One was Jewish and was named after a biblical figure. The other just had cool parents who liked the name. They, too, hesitated, until Colin promised to hook up the first with a hot junior he was banging and the second with some really potent marijuana. 



Everyone took Friday off of school so the troop could enjoy two nights of camping at Indian Head. Thursday night Mrs. Fitzmaurice called Payne and said her husband was too sick to go. Payne panicked as he didn’t want to be responsible for all the boys or do any heavy lifting. He contacted everyone’s parents to see if a father was available to go. None were available, which meant we wouldn’t have to make anyone else sick. So desperate was whiny Milton Payne he even asked my father to go. He refused as he was working and wasn’t a camper and wasn’t inclined to spend the weekend with douchebag Payne. 

My mother offered to go, she being such a man and everything, but Payne wouldn’t be embarrassed by having to rely on a woman to help him manage the boys. I think he was also afraid of my mother, not the least because everyone in Rowaneck knew that when the florist ran a stop sign and struck William Jr. on his bike, my mother clocked him so hard he flew off the ground. “I don’t mind, Milton,” she said. “I’m driving most of the boys anyway.” She was. In our van. She, Payne and another mother drove the twelve 88 

boys, though they all could have fit in our van. I think the Levi whose mother was Jewish was the other driver. 



So, Friday morning all the boys, Levi’s mother, my mother and Milton Payne met at the Rowaneck Village Hall/police station/fire station. They loaded their gear, including tents and sleeping bags, into three vehicles, one of which was Payne’s white Cadillac, and off they went. Sean told me everything went normally. Payne left his car at a county-run reception area on the lake where campers paid a fee and secured canoes. Everyone paddled out to the island. The boys set up tents and unrolled sleeping bags. Colin, Dillon and the Levis got drunk and all the other boys jumped off the Indian Head rock because the day was warm for fall and the water was still a comfortable temperature. 



William Jr. surprised our parents by pulling up the driveway at noon Saturday. He said he was feeling homesick at Oneonta and heard everyone but me was going camping and thought the opportunity for the six Gallagher boys to enjoy Indian Head together was too great to miss and where’s Christian, we’re leaving right away. To my parents bigger surprise, I was packed and said, “Bye,” and we were off before either could say, “What are you all up to?” Truly, William Jr. was home less than thirty minutes and maybe less than ten before he and I took off to Indian Head. 



My brother and I would have driven in silence had Sean’s plan to “Gaslight” asshole twerp Milton Payne not been so exciting. Really, we had so little in common, though of all of my siblings, he and I look most alike…have I mentioned that and go figure! 

William Jr. pulled the Mustang he secured…actually rented, from someone on his floor, into a tiny, super low-end motel not far from the county park. Then we got something to eat and hit the Indian Head office right before it closed at four p.m. “We’re with the Rowaneck Boy Scout troop,” my brother told the fat old man running the office. 



“No kidding,” he said good-naturedly, recognizing the gorgeous eyes and eyebrows we shared with four of the boys who arrived the day before. William Jr. paid for a canoe and told the guy we were going to get some last-minute snacks at an area convenience store before paddling over to the island. “You boys have fun,” the guy said. We went back to the motel and watched TV until six-thirty p.m. Then we drove back to the office and paddled out to the island, securing the canoe right under Indian Head’s nose. Colin waited for us there, having sobered up after an afternoon binge and anxious to get to the motel to binge again. We paddled him, his sleeping bag and one of the tents to shore closer to the motel and then went back to the island to get milquetoast Carl, whom Sean and Thomas made sure was waiting for us at the rock at seven-thirty. 



And so it went. William Jr. and I transported Colin, Carl, Butch, Justin, Dillon and the Jewish Levi and their gear in three hours while, back at the camping area on the south end of the tiny island, Sean, Thomas, the other Levi, who was drunk and high, Joey Fitzmaurice and nine-year old Matthew carried on to Milton Payne about how the other scouts were being picked off one by one. 
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Sean told me Payne didn’t believe them at first, so familiar was he and the rest of Rowaneck with my brother’s reputation for hijinks. “Well then where are they?” Sean asked him, indignantly. “All the canoes are here. We’re on Indian Head, in Dutchess” I think “County, not Fort Slocum. Where did they all go?” 



“Where did they all go!!!?” said non-Jewish Levi after just Colin and Carl had disappeared. No one blamed him for having immediate hysterics because he was totally high on a blend of marijuana Colin secured that made you totally paranoid. 



“He was so convincing,” Sean told us later, “I think he forgot about the plan and really thought there was a monster on the island murdering us.” 



T.J. Hallinan was sort of steady and mild-mannered then and later, when he, Tommy Gilligan, Baker Steele and I began hanging out. Still, he rose to the occasion, and even pretended to cry, really convincingly, about wanting to go home. Years later, as we recalled it to Tommy, Baker and whoever was present at one of Baker’s senior year soirees, T.J. said that up until then, it was the most fun he ever had, “Even when Payne started yelling at me for crying.” He did. Milton Payne was a prick under the best circumstances. Alone on the island in the dark with boys missing and other’s having hysterics and crying, he became Super Prick. He called T.J. a crybaby and told him to shut up. He threatened to hit Levi if he didn’t shut the fuck up. He told Joey his father was useless and so was he. He even called Jewish Levi a “fucking Jew” ten minutes before it was his turn to meet us at the rock. 



None of the boys liked the scoutmaster. His name-calling made them like him less, and strengthened their commitment to Sean’s plan. Indeed, so angry was Jewish Levi when William Jr. and I met him, he offered to take over paddling for me. I was so grateful because my arms were aching. Always a strong swimmer, I was still only eleven. 



Milton Payne called this one a “whiner” and that one a “loser” and, when it was down to Sean, Joey and Matthew went so far as to call my brother a “faggot.” “You’re a faggot and your father’s a faggot and your brother’s a faggot,” he raged because he thought the boys’ disappearances were a trick at first and then believed they were being murdered by some vengeful Iriquois ghost, as Matthew suggested, having researched the tribes that used to live in the area, and who doesn’t love him for the extra effort! When it was down to three, though, Payne realized sleeping bags, tents, a couple of camping stoves and other stuff were also missing, and realized it was a trick after all. Nine year-old Matthew wasn’t going to listen to the asshole former mayor and total prick call his brother and father faggots, especially as neither was gay, and so kicked him really hard in one shin and then another. Then he ran. Behind him, Sean and Joey collected everything that was left that Payne didn’t himself own and ran after him. 



Imagine William Jr. and Levi showing up at…whatever time, expecting to pick up Matthew, his sleeping bag, and a plastic cooler and finding Sean and Joey and a bunch of other equipment. “We’re going to have to make a couple of trips,” Levi said. 
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“No,” said William Jr., getting out of the canoe. “Take Mathew and Joey and the other stuff and come back for me and Sean in two hours.” Sean was thrilled. Matthew was pissed as he wanted to stay and torment Payne with them. Sean said: 



“No, go back and help Joey and Levi sink his Caddy into the lake.” Our baby brother was so excited about that task he let out a hoot so loud they were certain Payne heard. “Go!” 

Sean stage-whisper yelled, and they did. 



At the motel, some combination of Colin, Thomas, Carl, Butch, Justin, Dillon, non-Jewish Levi and T.J. got drunk, high and looked at Playboy magazines someone had brought among three of the four rooms William Jr. rented earlier that day. I was in the fourth reading Tolstoy, and I’m not kidding. At the park office, Jewish Levi, Joey and Matthew busted into Payne’s Cadillac and released the brake. Then Matthew got behind the wheel while the other two pushed this way and that until they were able to roll it down the ramp visitors used to launch their boats into the lake. On the island, William Jr. 

and Sean released the four canoes Payne had rented so he would have not way off. Then they hid within earshot of him until he noticed it and raged all over again. When he was calm they circled him, threw branches and rocks toward him, and made noises that included a gigantic, wake-the-dead scream Sean let out. “What did he say to that?” I asked him and William Jr. in front of Colin, Thomas and Matthew at something like one a.m. 



“He screamed as loud,” Sean said. 



“I didn’t think anyone could match your volume,” William Jr. observed while the rest of us laughed. Though there were six Gallaghers, we spent the rest of that night in just one of the rooms while the other scouts slept in the other three. It’s just how we are. 



The following morning William Jr. inspected all the rooms to make sure no one had busted anything the night before. No one did. That would mean crossing one of the Gallaghers, and everyone had spent the night witnessing what happens when you piss one of us off.  Then he loaded as much of the gear and equipment as could fit next to Matthew and me in the Mustang and drove it to the lake office. My little brother and I unloaded it and said goodbye to our brother, who drove directly back to Oneonta State. 

Our other brothers and the other scouts walked from the motel to the office, which was, like, a mile or something. Within the hour Jewish Levi’s parents, Butch’s father, T.J.’s father and Joey’s mother showed up to get us. Pauline Fitzmaurice asked: 



“Where’s Mr. Payne?” Joey offered to reply but Sean wasn’t sure he could lie to his own mother effectively and so told everyone he would respond as he did it on a daily basis to lots of people. Before he could, milquetoast Carl, somehow jazzed or given strength or fundamentally changed by the weekend’s activity, said: 



“He said he got sick of us and we’re all bastards and he left already.” Go Carl! 
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Mrs. Fitzmaurice and the other parents were horrified and determined to contact the Boy Scouts headquarters and complain, which they did. They needn’t have bothered, as Milton Payne quit the minute he got home, and none of us knew when that was or how he did it. Joey told us his father tried calling Payne that evening, and then Monday evening and then Tuesday evening. Each time Darlene told him Milton wasn’t back yet in a tone that suggested she didn’t mind at all. Joe Fitzmaurice didn’t believe her and thought she was covering for her husband. He was polite, though, and knew she suffered as his wife and so didn’t call her out on it. When he finally got through to the twerp-bastard-asshole-no dick-former mayor-former scoutmaster fuck, Joe railed at him for leaving early and abandoning the boys as he had. Relieved, everyone is sure, that that was the story we had told our parents, Payne didn’t deny it because it was so much better than the twelve or however many of us teasing, tricking and tormenting him all night. 



A couple of weeks after we got back, Thomas had film developed that included images from the 1977 Indian Head Boy Scout camping trip. One was a shot of my five brothers and me that Joey or someone took the early Sunday morning. Thomas left the negative at the photo place and ordered seven 5x7s, one of each of us and one that he gave to our parents in a frame at a Sunday dinner in November in front of Colin, Sean, Matthew and me. Our mother and father passed the photograph back and forth, ooo-ing and ahh-ing at it. Then Mother put it away and served a dessert of coconut cake. As we all ate she picked back up the photograph and said, “That’s not the lake office is it.” At once, the five of us stopped chewing. We didn’t speak but we did continue breathing, though with some effort we all acknowledged later. Our reaction confirmed to both of our parents that something odd happened that weekend. OK, really, they knew the minute William Jr. and I pulled out of the driveway in the borrowed Mustang. I mean, that I did something having to do with boy scouts was so not in the realm of possibility. “What is that building you’re posing up against?” Mother asked Sean, specifically. I remembered we originally posed with the water behind us, but Sean said something about the light being bad and insisted on lining up in age order against the side of the motel. 



“Sean…” Thomas said, realizing even before I did that he arranged the picture so our mother, who had dropped and picked up her boys from the Indian Head lake enough times to know the county building was a faux log cabin and not a two story brown stucco atrocity in desperate need of a pressure wash. 



“Do you really want to know?” he asked. My parents nodded their heads in unison and Thomas said: 



“I better put on some coffee.” 
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 Chapter 7: Places, Bitch! 



“My Fair Lady’s” voices were strong and costumes, as they came in, were impressive. 

Elinor Bowman put out a call online and in the teachers union for musicians and a conductor. “They’re going to need to be paid,” she said to Bentley. “At least expenses. 

And the conductor will definitely need to be paid.” That was no problem with my son, who had already paid a composer in New York City to arrange hip-hop versions of “With a Little Bit of Luck,” and “Get Me to the Church on Time.” The Miami choreographer was waiting on the new arrangements and then would get to work with eight dancers he had already recruited. Those elements of the show were coming together. What wasn’t was my blocking. 



The Wysteria Hotel ballroom was plenty large, but it wasn’t a proper theater. We had to rent chairs, which was fine as money was no object. Money couldn’t buy additional space, though, nor could it tier the seating, unless we rented bleachers. The stage would be low unless we wanted to build a real one, and I didn’t want to go there. There were no wings. No backstage. No curtain. No space for complicated scenery, to display or hide it depending on the scene. “My Fair Lady” really warranted rich scenery, complicated lighting. Back drops, portable walls, Covent Garden, Ascot, a ballroom within a ballroom…I directed and managed “No Laughing Matter” for years, successfully. I had no experience with lavish musical theater productions. Putting them on in so limiting a space was additionally challenging. It was beyond me. 



One morning I hung out in the bathroom while Linden gave Wyn, Gladys, Harley and Asa baths. I sat on the toilet drying off our son while Bentley brushed his mostly fake teeth and then held Wyn while I dried off the pups, one at a time. I whined about the elements of the production that were beyond my ability. I whined about the scenery as I dried off Wyn, about the lighting as I dried off Gladys, about the seating as I dried off Harley and the general success of the show as I dried off Asa. Drying his wet self off with a towel Bentley handed him, Linden again said, “Suck it up,” though this time he added, “Call Sean. Ask him what you should do.” 



“Duh!” I said about myself. “Of course.” I put Asa down before she was completely dry, and he shook himself out, spraying Linden, who was still on his knees in front of the tub. 

I left the bathroom and found my cell phone. I hit my brother’s name and he picked up immediately. He was at Honey Bunches of Oats in Kingdom Come, Maine, visiting the motley crew that lived there. Yikes, it was…oh, I’m too lazy to list the names of everyone at the mansion at the time. It did include the Aiellos, Janet Bollinger, Jaime Washington and Luz and Jose Juan, Washington, ‘cuz he adopted them. 



Sean had stayed at the hotel and was aware of the ballroom’s limitations. He said, “Just do the numbers.” 



“Huh?” 



“Just do the numbers.” My brother said again. “The musical numbers.” 
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“You think?” I asked. 



“Yes,” he said. “And do it in the round. Rent tables and chairs and invite local businesses to buy them for a large donation to the Evergreen High School Theater Restoration Fund.” Oh my God, it was such a good idea, so casually presented. I think I gasped. “You can still have your stage for the solos. ‘I Could Have Danced All Night,” and “I’ve Grown Accustomed to Her Face.” The orchestra will play in front of it, and the song and dance numbers can occur in the middle of the ballroom. Serve wine and hors d’oeuvres. 

Those people who want to attend as individuals can stand around the perimeter of the room, as if they were at a cocktail party, with entertainment.” 



“Oh Sean,” I said. “Oh my God, you’re brilliant.” 



“Christian, I’ve been doing this for years. Decades,” my brother said. 



“Thank you,” I said, and then let him go, reluctantly. 



I told Linden, Bentley, Wyn and the pups what Sean recommended and they were as impressed. “Excellent,” my older son said. 



“Perfect,” said Linden. 



“Wawaharoo!” and a bunch of other baby talk said Wyn, whom Linden then put down for a nap. 



I was so jazzed about my brother’s suggestion I called Elinor. She was in some meeting and so I left a message. She didn’t call me back that day, so I wound up telling her, and the cast, what Sean had recommended during the afternoon’s rehearsal. Elinor loved the idea about the show being a fundraiser for the school, though didn’t think we would raise anywhere near the funds necessary to restore the theater. In front of the cast, Linden, Bentley, Wyn Angela, Brandon and Wally she said, “Especially after paying you back your expenses.” 



“Fuck that,” I said, not expecting a penny of it back. Then I remembered there were children in the room, and covered my mouth. Elinor gave me a look and I apologized to everyone, however more profane some of the kids were. Bentley said: 



“How about we run through the songs,” he said. To Finesse, “We’ll have you sing your songs in the middle of the room, even though we don’t have the dancers here.” We had the arrangements. Both were good and different enough from each other so they wouldn’t seem like two versions of the same number. I think Monica Moore was happiest with the show being songs-only. While she had a powerful set of pipes, she said all of her lines like she was a little church mouse. Compared to Damon Martin’s perfect Henry Higgins and Edward Johnson’s big, booming and adorable Pickering, she was lost. 
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We started with “Why Can’t the English Learn to Speak,” and ended with “I’ve Grown Accustomed to Her Face.” It took under an hour. While the cast was satisfied not having to remember lines and we suddenly had no need for sets, furniture or props, there was something missing. “It’s too short,” I said to everyone. “I know it’s going to be more casual. A cocktail party and everything. They’ll be announcements and pleas for funds, I suppose. It’s still too short.” 



“Maybe we could reprise one of the songs,” said Cecil, whom I’m tempted to call Cecelia because I was certain he would have sex reassignment surgery in the next ten years, or maybe five. 



“How about an intermission during which attendees could dance,” Monica said so softly Elinor had to repeat it. Finesse said: 



“We could do ‘Get Me to the Church’ again, with everyone, as a finale. Singing and dancing.” Martin: 



“There could be a raffle or silent auction. We could give out prizes between songs.” 



Then, from behind me, someone said, in a crisp-British accent the cast would do well to study, “Charley, darling, you must have that adorable Edward Johnson narrate the story between numbers.” I turned around to find Samia, Jacob and Joshua standing at the entrance to the ballroom, apparently having listened to everything without revealing their presence. I shouted something unintelligible and then rushed my friends and threw my arms around the three of them. I held them, as Bentley approached. Instead of waiting for me to release our friends he joined the hug. We exchanged kisses and continued to hug. 

Samia whispered: 



“Charley? Really?” 



“Linden’s Chuck,” I whispered back. 



“Terrible,” she said. “Just terrible.” She raised her head to see Chuck holding Wyn behind me and instantly extricated herself. 



“Chuck, darling!” She approached Linden and hugged him and Wyn, carefully. She released them quickly to gaze at our son. “And who is my handsome new beau?” 



“This is Wyn, whom Charley and I adopted over the summer.” Wyn seemed to be very happy, either about the new format of the show or friends’ arrival. Maybe both. He didn’t say ‘cuz he couldn’t talk yet. He stared back at Samia with the brightest smile he had so far worn and she said: 



“May I hold him?” Linden handed our son to her and she held him against her heart. 

“He’s beautiful,” she said, and then choked on a sob. She held him, rocked her body and fought tears. I led Jacob and Joshua to her, intending to introduce them to Wyn, but 95 

Samia wouldn’t give him up. I excused myself and advised the cast and Elinor that Samia and the twins were old friends and what do you think of her suggestion. At once, Elinor, Martin, Monica, Finesse and Cecil agreed it was another great idea. 



“I agree,” I said, and then thought how the huge, fun and funny young man would be wasted if his role as Pickering would be limited to “The Rain in Spain.” I then looked at Edward and asked him, and the cast, if his narration should be scripted. Again at once, everyone said: 



“No.” 



Edward Johnson would MC and tell the “My Fair Lady” story, introducing the singers and dancers. It was all good and I felt terrific and confident about the show. And Samia, Jacob and Joshua were in Wysteria. 



We wrapped rehearsal and moved to the café. Our large number, which included Brandon, meant putting a couple of tables together, which Angela helped us do. She provided a high chair but Samia insisted on holding him throughout the meal. There were enough people that evening…a Friday? to keep Angela too busy to join us, though she hung out as much as she could between taking orders and serving meals. There was another wait staff member there who tried to be a sport about picking up the boss’ slack, but she just couldn’t keep up. 



We ordered a couple of pizzas and drinks. Samia only had a few bites as she was too busy loving on Wyn and telling us about her recent adventures with the Kelly twins. She mentioned their visiting JJ Simmons, whose family foundation had begun lobbying African countries like Uganda and Kenya to grant basic rights to gays or, at the very least, decriminalizing gay relations. “It’s going to be a tough fight,” she said. “These cultures…I don’t know where to begin.” They also saw Anil Fagu, a human rights lawyer in Lebanon. “Syrian refugees don’t want to stay in the Middle East,” she said, “in spite of his efforts. It’s the differences between Shia and Sunni, but more the lack of economic opportunities.” She and the twins did have success finding asylum for African albinos, who are routinely accused of being evil and killed in their communities, in The Netherlands and other Scandinavian countries. “One here and one there won’t threaten the culture. Alone or in small family groups, asylum seekers are more likely to assimilate than large groups of migrants.” She, Jacob and Joshua rebuilt homes ruined by floods and mudslides in one country, reunited families separated by war in another, exposed hazardous waste dumping here and returned stolen artifacts there. 



Samia’s adventures are always fascinating. As used to hearing about them as Linden, Bentley and I were, we still hung on her every word. Brandon was riveted. Angela would have been if she hadn’t kept getting interrupted by customers wanting drink refills or dessert. Finally, Jacob and Joshua exchanged a glance, swallowed their last bites of pizza, and stood up to take her place on the floor. “Please, sit down,” Jacob told her. 
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“We’ve got this,” Joshua added. Angela sat immediately and asked Samia to catch her up on some arctic mission she and the twins had enjoyed. 



After dinner Brandon arranged for a room for Jacob and Joshua. The twins followed Samia, Linden, Bentley, Wyn and me to our house for after dinner drinks and coffee. The pups were thrilled about the visitors and followed them around as Linden gave them a tour and I changed Wyn’s diaper. Bentley disappeared upstairs to straighten out his room and change his sheets, as Samia would be spending the night with him. 



We all gathered on the front porch with something to drink. It was Joshua’s turn to hold Wyn, who had fallen asleep. There weren’t enough chairs for everyone so Bentley and Jacob sat on the front porch stairs. As our Wysteria friends were no longer with us, Samia and the boys called Linden and me by our real names. Samia also advised Bentley that she and the brothers had taken care of the FBI agents who had put him in the general population of the Miami detention center to which they had taken him after his arrest. It was terrible for him to be reminded of the experience, but he, and the rest of us, were glad to know our friends had avenged him. “What did you do, exactly?” I asked. Samia said: 



“Three agents were fired for it, but only one was really responsible. The other two were scapegoats. All were given generous severance packages so they wouldn’t make any noise.” She paused to look at Jacob, then Joshua, and said, “We ignored the two innocent men and blinded the third in one eye.” She stole another quick look at her team and added, “And we cut off the thumb on the hand he favors.” 



“Excellent,” said Linden. 



“Yes,” I agreed. Bentley said nothing. He didn’t nod or even blink. Samia continued, looking directly at him: 



“We did the same thing to two more men. One agent too connected to be let go and the attorney who cited the law that prevented you and Rona from suing.” He and one of Rona’s attorneys had argued it before a federal judge while Bentley was still in the hospital. The judge ruled in favor of the FBI. 



No one said anything for fifteen or thirty seconds after Samia’s brief summary. Then Bentley said, “I’ll let mother know tomorrow.” A beat. “Thank you, Samia…Joshua…Jacob.” 



“Anytime,” Joshua said, trying to lighten the mood. “Anyone else need someone blinded in one eye and missing a thumb? 



“I can think of a dozen,” I said. “I’ll make you a list.” No one laughed, but Bentley smiled. Jacob looked at Samia and said: 



“Should we tell them about the wedding?” 
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“Did you guys finally get married?” Bentley asked, making all of us laugh. “What?” he whined. “Gay guys can get married now. Didn’t you hear?” 



“We must have been protecting that undiscovered tribe in the Brazilian rainforest,” 

Joshua said. 



“We’ll apply for a license tomorrow,” said his brother. We all laughed again imagining the brothers trying to obtain a marriage license. Then Samia said to her comrades: 



“I’m tired of talking. You tell them about the wedding.” The twins exchanged a look, determining who would begin. “And give me that baby back,” she said to Joshua. 



“He’s asleep. If I move him he might wake up.” Samia pouted but didn’t insist, which I thought was significant. I figured she was in charge of their adventures, but not so much that they did everything she wanted. It was heartening. Jacob began the story, which occurred in Larchmont of all places. 



Apparently, Jacob and Joshua’s mother…Mrs. Kelly, has cousins in Larchmont. Their last name is Goldfarb. They have a daughter Kendall and a son Michael. Kendall was getting married to a guy named Samuel, whose parents are from Mamaroneck, which is next to Larchmont. “The Orienta area,” Jacob said. Linden explained lots of wealthy Jews live there. 



“So both families have money?” I asked. Jacob nodded. 



“The wedding was held at the Larchmont Avenue Temple. The reception, too. We,” 

meaning he, Samia and Joshua, “met my parents there an hour before the ceremony started.” 



“How long had it been since you’d seen them?” Bentley asked. Jacob looked at his brother and Joshua said: 



“Two years, I think.” About the length of time Linden and I had been on the run. 



“They travel as much as we do,” said Jacob. “It’s all good.” He continued explaining that the bride’s brother Michael is gay and he’s married to a guy named Joaquin. The family didn’t want Joaquin to come to the wedding, though. Neither family did. 



“The gay thing? In Larchmont?” I asked, surprised a wealthy family from a wealthy community could be so backward. 



“It wasn’t the gay thing,” Joshua said. 



“Don’t tell me, they’re brothers, too,” Bentley ripped. “What a scandal!” We all laughed again, including the twins. Wyn woke up, looked around. Samia took him and he went 98 

right back to sleep. The pups, who surrounded Samia, looked around but concentrated on her, and their baby brother. Jacob said: 



“Joaquin has Hanson’s Disease.” I knew what it was and so did Linden. Bentley asked: 



“What is that?” 



“Leprosy,” Jacob replied. Bentley nodded gravely. Joshua said: 



“It’s communicable, but really hard to get. You have to be exposed for a long time. 

Joaquin is treating for it and doing very well. The odds of anyone getting it at the wedding were zero. The two have been living together for years and Michael doesn’t have it. People don’t understand.” 



“The Goldfarbs told the groom’s family about it?” I asked. Jacob: 



“Kendall told Samuel, who told his parents, who told everyone on the guest list. Their family and friends threatened not to come if either Joaquin or Michael went. Samuel’s parents even suggested Kendall get checked.” 



“Did she?” Linden asked. Joshua: 



“Yes. She was negative.” 



“So did Michael go?” Bentley asked. Jacob: 



“No.” He hesitated. “Well, yes.” Joshua and Samia smiled. She kissed Wyn’s forehead. 



“He went,” I said, “in disguise.” Our three guests smiled and Samia said, because she couldn’t resist: 



“The ceremony was fast, mercifully. The reception followed. Free beer and wine, but you had to pay for hard liquor. A buffet, a D.J.” 



“No table service?” I said. 



“No band?” Linden added. 



“‘A cash bar?’” Samia pretended Wyn said. 



“And both families had money…” Bentley said. 



“Oh, they did,” Samia assured him. “Everyone had money. It was on full display around their necks, wrists and fingers.” She looked at Jacob apologetically and he continued: 99 

“Ten minutes into the cocktail hour the guys show up in masks holding pistols. One of them fired into the ceiling and told all the guests to get on the ground. Another one approached the D.J. and whispered for him to leave. Then he found the staff and told them to leave, too.” 



“That was Michael,” I said, kind of spoiling it, though Linden also knew. Jacob and Joshua nodded. Bentley asked: 



“How did you know?” Joshua: 



“Michael had no beef with the staff. He was angry at both families and all their guests.” 

Bentley asked: 



“Why let the staff go? Wouldn’t they call the police?” 



“The police station is three blocks away,” Linden said. “They were going to find out.” I didn’t think they would, necessarily, but said nothing. Jacob continued, describing how only two of the crooks spoke, advising everyone to get on the ground and empty their pockets and purses of wallets and cell phones. One old man looked like he was going to have a heart attack he was so terrified. “‘You,’” Jacob imitated one of the men, who addressed a couple of teenagers, “‘Take grandpa here and that chick in the wheelchair and get them out of here.’” Joshua: 



“One guy saw that they were letting the old and infirm, and young, go, so he raised his hand and said he had cancer.” 



“Oh, that must have pissed them off,” Linden said. Jacob: 



“It did. He pointed his gun at the guy and told him to strip to his underwear and socks. He started crying, but he did.” 



“How terrible,” I said. “What a loser.” Then I asked, “Were there holes in the ceiling where the first guy fired the shots?” At once, Samia, Jacob and Joshua shook their heads. 

Wyn, who was awake again, garbled something and Samia said: 



“Yes, darling. ‘Samia.’ That’s my name.” Then she looked at Linden and me and said, 

“Wyn said his first word!” We all laughed and Bentley refilled the glasses of those of us drinking Scotch. It was tough for our guests to see him move around so awkwardly. It was the first time they had seen him since his arrest and beating. To their credit, none of them had made a comment or assumed an expression that suggested surprise, concern or pity. Linden and I had been around my son long enough to be used his white hair, missing eye and difficulty moving and so not only did we ignore it, we actually looked for reasons to make him move. It was like Friday sending her blind and, at the time, deaf brother to make and pour us coffee when we visited. 
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“So, what happened then?” Linden asked Jacob, forcing his attention past his injured friend. 



“So,” he said, getting excited, “we had been standing with our parents and then we went down together. Lying on the floor.One of the guys…not Michael, comes by and collects our valuables. My mother hands him her wedding ring, engagement ring, bracelet, necklace and earrings and Samia says…” He cued her. 



“I said, ‘Oh, don’t bother taking that.’” 



“To the crook?” I asked. 



“Yup,” Joshua confirmed. 



“About your mother’s jewelry?” Linden asked. 



“Yes,” Joshua said. “Yeah.” 



“How rude,” Bentley said, laughing. “What did your mother say?” 



“Nothing,” Jacob and Joshua said at the same time. “She was too scared,” Jacob continued. “I took her hand and squeezed it, letting her know Samia had a plan and to trust her.” 



“And the guy said…” I asked. Joshua: 



“‘It looks good to me. What do you know?’ And Samia said…” Samia: 



“Darling, do your imitation of me saying it. It makes me laugh.” As Samia, Joshua continued: 



“‘I know that’s all paste. Fakes. Costume jewelry. The Kellys have no money. Their tobacco farm went bankrupt, but not before they liquidated everything to keep it going. 

She sold all her valuables to pay the mortgage on their condo in Aspen, though that also went into foreclosure. Ditto the timeshare in Barcelona and the studio in Naples…Italy.’” 

Jacob continued, as himself: 



“‘You lost the studio, in Naples?’” Joshua, as himself: 



“‘You couldn’t have saved the condo. You know I was counting on getting that in the will.’” Jacob: 



“‘Do we still have the farm? I was raised on that farm.’” Joshua: 



“‘Who cares about the farm? A thousand acres of dirt, surrounded by North Carolina trash.’” Jacob: 
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“‘We were born on that farm.’” Joshua: 



“‘We were born in a hospital in Charlotte, which is bad enough.’” The twins continued in this way, adding fresh dialogue I was sure, until I said: 



“And then, when the two other crooks came to see what all the commotion was about…” 

Samia: 



“We took ‘em out.” 



“Yes!” said Bentley. 



“Excellent,” said Linden. 



“Right on,” I said. 



“Saaamoooraaa,” said Wyn, which was alarmingly close to “Samia.” 



“So what happened then?” I asked. Jacob said: 



“Everyone started to get up.” 



“Not a good idea,” said Linden. Bentley, a step behind throughout, said: 



“What? Wasn’t it over?” 



“Hell, no,” said Jacob, who then covered his mouth, because there was a baby present. He went on, quickly, “Samia asked Michael what his end game was and he said he and his friends Doug and Jeremy were going to collect all the goods. He was going to give them some of it and then use the rest to start a fund for people with Hanson’s disease in third world countries.” Samia continued: 



“I asked him what his exit strategy was and he said to switch clothing with guests and then leave as if they were hostages who had been released.” She shook her head at us and at Wyn, who said: 



“Saaaaroraya,” and then farted. 



“Michael said he saw it on TV once,” said Jacob, who shook his head. “So Samia shoots the gun in the air and says,” and he imitated Samia here, “‘Everyone get the fuck back down on the ground. You think I’m going to let this opportunity go to waste?’ She took the guns from me and Joshua and told us to strip.” Joshua: 



“‘Cleo!’ I said. ‘How could you!’” 
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“Cleo!” Bentley said, laughing. Jacob: 



“She told us to shut the fuck up and get busy. We took off our suits and shoes and handed them to Michael’s friends.” Joshua: 



“He already had the suit from the guy who said he had cancer. The three of them got dressed while Samia continued collecting everyone’s wallets and jewelry.” 



“Then what happened?” asked Bentley. Jacob said: 



“We stuffed as many things into our pockets as we could without them bulging. Then we hid the rest in the broiler of one of the ovens in the kitchen to retrieve later.” 



“And you left?” Bentley asked. “I mean, Samia, Michael and the other two guys?” The twins looked at her and she said: 



“They got dressed and then, in the foyer, they took off their masks.” 



“So Michael’s family wouldn’t know it was him,” said Bentley. Samia nodded and continued: 



“I took a steak knife and cut myself along the hairline.” 



“Oh my God!” I said. 



“Relax, darling, I’ve endured worse, and it healed nicely.” Still… “Then I cut Michael’s ear.” 



“Head wounds bleed a lot,” Joshua said. 



“They were covered in blood in seconds,” Jacob said. 



“Douglas helped Samia out, as if she had been injured in the robbery and was released out of mercy.” 



“Ditto Michael,” said his brother. 



“Where were you?” Linden asked. 



“They tied us up with the cancer guy in the kitchen after they stashed the bulk of the loot.” 



“Sweet,” I said. 



“Saaaammmeee,” said…well, guess. 
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“So were there a lot of police?” Bentley asked. Samia said: 



“Oh yes. Quite a lot. And fire. Two ambulances. Police from surrounding communities, too. What’s the…?” she asked Linden. 



“Mamaroneck.” 



“Yes. Lots of them. They led us to an ambulance. The paramedics were lovely to us. 

Then the guests came running out of the building. Screaming. And we disappeared.” 



“Excellent,” said Linden. 



“Sweet,” I said. 



“Fantastic,” said Bentley. 



“Police found us and untied us,” said Joshua. “We had to give statements. Everyone did. 

It was a long day.” 



“Who went back for the stuff?” Bentley asked. Jacob and Joshua raised their hands. The latter said: 



“That was the easy part.” Jacob: 



“The hard part was not laughing when the other guests praised our heroism.” 



“You know, when we disarmed the bad guys,” said Joshua. 



“And then they all asked us who Cleo was,” said Jacob. 



“What did you tell them?” I asked. Joshua said: 



“We told ‘em she was a prostitute we had hired in New York City the night before and tag teamed all night.” 



“‘We’re so sorry,’” Jacob quoted himself as saying in the aftermath. “‘We thought she was nice.’” 



“So your mom got all her fake jewelry back?” I asked, wondering… 



“Oh no,” Jacob said. 



“She donated it to the Hanson’s disease fund,” said Joshua, beaming. 



“I insisted they get their wedding rings and her engagement ring back,” Samia said. 
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“Excellent,” said Linden. 



“Sweet,” I said. 



“Awesome,” said Bentley. 



“‘Saaaamiiiaa,’” I pretended to be Wyn saying her name. 



The Kelly brothers walked back to the hotel to spend the night. I put Wyn down in his crib, though he didn’t want to go. He was teething and in some discomfort so I rubbed some of that stuff on his gums, but not before checking with Linden. He was the expert on things related to Wyn’s health, Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, and the Superior Mutts dogs. Had we not met he would have been a nurse. He said so more than once. 



Samia went upstairs with Bentley. I was thrilled. He needed her and she came at just the right time. Jacob and Joshua returned for coffee the next morning and then we took the pups to visit Friday, Wally, Buster and Sally. Gladys and Harley always got so excited when we went to visit their friends. Asa could take or leave ‘em, old as he was. I made sure Friday and Wally were by themselves before I brought the twins to see them. I didn’t want chatty Diane Jastro to know I knew them. I didn’t want to strain the anonymity spell Linden and I were under. If, somehow, Diane discovered who we really were, it would be all over the neighborhood and the internet and the galaxy in twenty minutes. We would have to leave Wysteria and the state. We’d take Wyn and we’d be fine, but we wouldn’t be able to see Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. 



And we saw our first two children. Once a month, at least, at Blue Springs. Linden, Wyn and I never went to Orlando and Grayson, Blinka—whose real name is Annette by the way, but whom I will always call Blinka—Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia never came to Wysteria. 



I asked Samia and the boys how long they were staying in Wysteria and they agreed they didn’t know. “Two weeks at least,” Samia said. 



“Until we agree on our next adventure,” said Joshua. In the meantime they maintained their computer hacking, mixed martial arts and weapons skills in our yard and at a gun range in Daytona. I went with them a couple of times to practice with the .38 Ann Richards gave me. I suppose I should reveal her real name, too… 



Nah. 



The six of us spent our mornings enjoying coffee and searching the internet for news, our days engaged in some activity of our own: our guests honing their skills, Bentley working remotely, specifically on “Homefires,” Linden researching prosthetic technology so thoroughly he joined online chat groups with people whose children also were without limbs. I read, visited, napped, shopped and then went to “My Fair Lady” rehearsal. We all enjoyed dinner together at the café and then evenings at our house. Jacob, Joshua, 105 

Bentley and Brandon went to some movies together. Samia and Bentley took day trips to Mt. Dora and St. Augustine. Linden and I took Wyn to meet a twelve year-old boy in Jacksonville who was also born without limbs. That was lovely. He had a fantastic family and plenty of friends who found clever ways of including him in all of their activities. It was a great visit and the family invited us to come back any time. 



The second Wednesday of their visit, the choreographer and eight Miami dancers Bentley had arranged to be in our “My Fair Lady” revue visited for the first time. Elinor and the cast spent the rehearsal sitting with us, Angela, Brandon and, because she had expressed an interest in the show, Lenore LaShomb. The choreographer was a big linebacker of a man named Sinclair Alvarez. For a man his size he could move lightning fast and could do a split as effortlessly as the rest of us blow our nose. We introduced ourselves and the dancers warmed up and then performed the three numbers for us to a tape the composer who rearranged the music provided. I never met him. He did a good job, though. He emailed his work to the conductor who emailed the music to the musicians Elinor arranged. I guess that’s how it all happened. I don’t know. Bentley and his staff took care of all of it and thank God. 



The dancers performed all three production numbers without Finesse. We clapped wildly after each song. Then they went through each again with Finesse singing and rapping, because the new arrangements required both. 



I have to tell you, and I’ll be brief, I was both impressed and disappointed with the Ascot number. Ascot is a horse race attended by the British aristocracy. Horse racing is a cruel and horrible sport. The animals suffer horribly. They’re run too young and too hard and when they fail or retire they’re sold to the meat industry that either ships them to Canada or Miami…harrowing rides, where they’re slaughtered for both human and dog food. 

Yeah, it sucks and I hate that the Ascot number glorified the animal racing industry. At one point the female dancers mounted the male dancers and rode them as jockeys would ride a horse. I didn’t comment but I was screaming inside. It was too late to do anything though, so I held my tongue and exchanged an occasional look with Linden. It was a great number and more painful to watch because of its quality. 



Linden, Wyn, Bentley and I took Samia, Jacob and Joshua to Blue Springs to see Grayson, Blinka, Lil’ Jacob, Lil’ Samia, and Isobel Lamb…whose real name is Peggy Vaughn, by the way. You’ll recall I called her Isobel when I described telling Grayson Abel about “Winter Key” during the all-nighter we spent nursing the sick litter of pit bull puppies. I referred to everyone only by his character name because it would have been challenging to juggle both character and real names. At least it would have been for me telling him about the show’s story and back stage drama. That said, Isobel came and so did the nursing companion Grayson had hired to stay with her in the mother-in-law cottage we built on our property in Orlando. Her mind was sharp but, in her late eighties, her body was deteriorating. She spent her days in a wheelchair, though Blinka would often take her with Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia to Superior Bodies to swim. Blue Springs had enough paved paths that Blinka could push her on a wheelchair. 
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Isobel was delighted to see Jacob and Joshua, and Samia, whom she had met at least once. She was glad to see Linden and me, too. And she was very, very glad to see Wyn, whom she held in her lap while we sat around a campfire. Bless her heart, the old gal spent the night with us in a cabin. She told ghost stories, geared toward Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, that she had heard as a girl. I can’t remember them except that they were less scary and more funny and the kids loved hearing them. To Bentley I said, “You’ve got to shoot a cameo of her, as Isobel Lamb, and work it into ‘Homefires.’” He replied: 



“I’m way ahead of you, Daddyo.” Daddyo. It’s what he would call me henceforth and I loved hearing it. 



The afternoon we returned from Blue Springs our guests told Linden and me they would stay through opening night of the “My Fair Lady Revue.” I was thrilled. It meant two more lovely weeks with them, the longest I had enjoyed Samia’s company since Superior Bodies fifteen years before. She, Jacob and Joshua would come for the show. Grayson and Blinka would bring Isobel. Rona would come, too, she said. Our old friends and our new Wysteria friends. It couldn’t be better. 



Oh, the same Sunday evening Samia told us she and the twins would be staying two more weeks, Wyn said his first word. And, yes, it was her name. “Thank God, Linden said to me as we fell asleep that night, “now she can stop drilling the poor kid.” That made me laugh so hard I fell out of bed. 
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Chapter 8 



Things were going super well for me in Wysteria. Linden, Wyn and I were safe and happy, we had old friends staying with us, the play was going to be successful and Elinor Bowman was giving Wally piano lessons on the weekends. Oh, and the costumes, which are modern takes on the standard “My Fair Lady” outfits, were so awesome the Chinese company for which Jessica Polaski worked made a line of them. She wrote to me, 

“Christian, this is going to make millions. It’s going to be bigger than anything I’ve done. 

I can’t tell you how grateful I am about it. I want to give you fifty percent, because it was your idea.” This thrilled me more than I could say. I loved Jessica so much, though I only saw her for the Coven costume fittings and, later, when Abigail and Bosco died. I was so happy for her and Peter. I wanted to send her a reply right away, suggesting what she could do with the fifty percent, which was too generous anyway. I ran it by Linden, Bentley, Samia, Jacob and Joshua. 



“Linden and I are hooked up. I’m going to suggest Jessica and Peter make a matching donation to the school theater restoration fund. You know, to whatever the show raises.” 

Everyone, including Wyn, I think, though I may just be remembering it that way, looked at me strangely. “What?” Samia looked around for permission to speak on everyone’s behalf. Everyone nodded. 



“Christian, darling, Jessica wasn’t exaggerating when she said she stands to make millions off the ‘My Fair Lady’ clothing line. I’ve seen her work. It’s very good. I could see all of Asia wearing it a year from now.” Jacob and Joshua, who had spent time in Asia with Samia and before, nodded. “I recommend you ask her to make up the difference in the building restoration fund.” 



“At least,” said Bentley, a businessman. “With what she stands to make she could rebuild the school.” 



“Really?” I was embarrassed at how ignorant I was. I had Matthew managing our money. 

I didn’t need to know anything. Still. 



“I think he’s right,” Linden said. “I always thought if she marketed the Coven line she could have made millions.” 



“Those designs were too special,” Joshua said. Everyone agreed. Then Jacob held his phone out. It rang twice and Jessica picked it up. 



“Jacob?” she said. 



“It’s me, Joshua, Samia, Bentley, Linden, Christian and Wyn.” Jessica shrieked she was so excited. Then she kept shrieking as Peter Polaski said: 



“Hey everyone! Wow! I can’t believe you’re all there together. Where are you?” 
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“In Wysteria,” Jacob said. “We’re talking about the ‘My Fair Lady’ clothing line being bought by Jessica’s company.” 



“It’s huge!” Peter said. “What a deal. What an amazing thing. We’re going to send a photographer to the show and have him take pictures we’ll use to market it, if you don’t mind.” 



“I don’t,” I said, loudly, ‘cuz Jessica was still shrieking and, I think, hopping up and down. 



“We’ll pay all the actors,” he said. “In fact, We’ll restore the theater if you want. I’m serious. And any other work the school needs.” Samia and the twins nodded to me. 

“Don’t tell anyone in the district, though. Not until the sewing machines are going. It’s going to be a couple of years for the real money to kick in, but we’ll negotiate a signing fee that should get work started on the auditorium. 



“Peter…Jessica…this is fantastic,” I said. “So great. I’m so grateful. Elinor…everyone will be thrilled.” Jessica took the phone from her husband and yelled: 



“YAY!!!” She took a breath and said, “Put Wyn to the phone. “Bentley, who was holding him, did. Then Jessica made kissing noises and that made Wyn laugh super hard. 







Yeah, things were going super well until some asshole, whose identity I have yet to find out but whose face I will one day burn beyond recognition called the company that owned the rights to “My Fair Lady” and advised them not only that we were doing the show, without a contract, but that we were rewriting it. Yeah. Uh-huh. Their lawyers were all over the school and Elinor, the school board, the county attorney, the press…everyone. Immediately and with a vengeance. Cease and desist, injunction, threats of litigation and incarceration…OK, not jail time, but everything else. It exploded. I heard first from Elinor, who called me from her office the Monday afternoon before the show went up and said, “We have to cancel.” She was shaking, I could tell, and near tears. She began to tell me why and then got so upset she had to hand the phone to Jocelyn. 



We were having our regular late lunch at the Somewhere in Time Café. Angela was sitting with us and Chef Ernest, too. I put Jocelyn on speaker and she told everyone what was going on. We all listened quietly, except Wyn, who was fussy and crying. Joshua took him from his high chair and went outside so the rest of us could concentrate. In the lobby, he told Brandon what was going down and he joined us in the dining room. When Jocelyn was done with her explanation we all looked at each other. Samia surveyed the room, silently requesting permission to speak on our behalf. We all nodded and she said: 109 

“Fuck that.” I smiled and looked at Linden and then Bentley. Samia continued, “We’ll fix it.” Elinor got back on the phone. She knew Samia from a few rehearsals but didn’t know how powerful and loaded she was. She said: 



“I don’t think it can be fixed. The company’s going to insist on a fine from the school system, at the very least. The kids…the community. They’ll be so disappointed.” Jocelyn took the phone and said: 



“Elinor’s going to lose her job over this. They’ll need a scapegoat. It’s going to be her.” 



“Put the phone on speaker, whoever you are,” Samia said, which made me laugh. 



“Whoever I am?” Jocelyn snapped. “Whoever I am??? Do you know how much time it took my mother and her friends to sew all those costumes? Do you know they paid for the material themselves?” I really thought she was cool but now I hated her. She might just be scared, and really, they had no idea that Samia, Jacob and Joshua traveled the world fixing problems far more complicated than this. 



“Jocelyn,” I interrupted her, because she knew me. “Please put the phone on speaker or give it back to Elinor.” 



“Charlie,” she began, “I’m holding you responsible for everything.” Linden: 



“Jocelyn, if you don’t shut up and put Elinor back on I’m going to break your nose and jaw.” Elinor wrestled the phone back. We could hear her trying to get her assistant out of the room, but the assistant wouldn’t go. Elinor finally put the phone on speaker and Samia asked: 



“Elinor, how much will it cost to restore your school’s theater?” Jocelyn tried to say: 



“What…” Linden: 



“I WILL BREAK YOUR NOSE AND JAW!” This made me laugh so hard I had to put a napkin in my mouth to muffle it. This made Angela and Chef Ernest laugh so hard they had to do the same. Then Bentley, Jacob and Brandon stuffed napkins in their mouths just because it was trendy. 



“Elinor,” Samia said, “you need to control your friend or she will disappear and no one will find her body.” Jocelyn began to argue and then we heard a slap. We all looked at each other and shoved are napkins in harder because the principal had just slapped her assistant. Elinor said: 



“I’m going down anyway…” Samia: 



“Elinor, how much to fix the auditorium?” 
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“To make it functional, seven million. To restore it to its former self, twenty million.” 

Samia scoffed, silently, at the amount.  Then she asked: 



“Who has the power in the district?” 



“Well, the county attorney is…” 



“No, who has the power? Who makes the decisions? Who?” 



“Monty Montclair,” Jocelyn risked further injury to say. 



“Who is Mr. Montclair?” Samia asked. “Where is he located?” Jocelyn said: 



“His family owns most of the county. They’re invested in everything: tourism, agriculture, real estate. He decides who is elected to county commissions and most city councils.” Samia made no effort to lower her voice when she said, to all of us: 



“She’s useful after all.” 



“His lives in Ormond Beach…he owns Ormond Beach. He’s got an office in Daytona Beach. He’s got them everywhere. His people once approached Elinor about running for county commissioner.” Jocelyn was very useful. Samia said: 



“Call his secretary and tell her Seth Hickey and I will be there to see him at four p.m. 

with a bank check for twenty million dollars.” Elinor said: 



“What?” and then, “Really?” and then, “Charlie?” as if she had faith enough in me to verify Samia’s resources…stupid woman. 



“She will do it,” I said. 



“You should come with us, Elinor,” Samia said. “We’re going to tell Mr. Montclair that the high school’s are putting on a joint production in order to raise funds to restore the Evergreen High School auditorium.” Angela laughed so hard she began choking on her napkin. Chef Ernest and Jacob had to pull it out of her mouth or she would have died, I was sure. She coughed/laughed so hard they each took an arm and prepared to carry her out of the building. 



“Talbot High is going to love that,” said Jocelyn, from whom I had heard enough. Angela recovered enough to say: 



“Talbot High will have spent more on its production than it will make in ticket sales. 

They won’t miss the money.” No one disagreed. Samia said: 111 

“Elinor, my friends and I have means.” She put it so delicately, and in that educated British accent. It was lovely to hear. “We were going to give you the funds at the last performance. I see we can’t wait.” Elinor said: 



“Charlie, will you come, too.” The faith this woman had in me was unreasonable. Still, if it made her feel better, I would go. 



“Of course,” I said. “We’ll have a limousine gather everyone up midday tomorrow. Then we’ll have a drink and see Mr. Montclair.” Samia nodded her approval and we finished the call. Angela asked, in a rough voice: 



“You really have access to twenty million dollars?” Bless her heart, she was even more naïve about money than I. Samia looked from her to Joshua and said: 



“Yes, but we’re not going to use our money.” She meant the funds she, Jacob and Joshua used to support their adventures. “This evening Joshua will hack into Monty Montclair’s bank account and steal it.” Our Wysteria friends Angela, Ernest and Brandon gasped. 

“He’ll be funding the new theater and he won’t even know it.” 







The following day Samia, Elinor, Seth and I arrived at Monty Montclair’s office on A1A in Daytona Beach. It was on the second floor of a row of antique shops and boutiques. 

The building was old, ornate and probably historic. Both the first and second floors had awesome views of the park across the street: a public library on the right, the  Daytona Beach News Journal’s  office on the left and, between them, the Atlantic Ocean. “This is beautiful,” Elinor said. It was. I checked the buildings for address numbers and found a door between a vintage clothing store and a head shop that had, painted on its window, 

“M. Montclair & Assc.” I looked up and saw the same company title stenciled on a window.. 



“It’s awfully modest for someone who owns Ormond Beach and chooses city and county commissioners.” 



“It’s like a Mickey Spillane novel,” offered Seth. I held the door open for my friends. 

Samia entered first, followed by Elinor and Seth. We walked up an old wooden staircase at the top left of which was a wooden door, with no window, that led into the Montclair offices. Stepping inside was like stepping into a sci-fi TV show time warp episode, except it wasn’t black & white, though with Montclair’s resources and a clever decorator, I was confident it could have been. Still, the colors were flat and muted. Behind an antique wooden desk was a lady so old she was probably first hired, by Montclair’s grandfather, in 1941. Her desk had an old rolodex, green table lamp, ancient pencil sharpener, and a state-of-the-art computer with several screens. She was tiny. She wore a navy suit, dark red lipstick and a bow in her thin white hair. She stood up, though she could have been seated, or kneeling she was still so low. She came around her desk, introduced herself as: 
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“Eve Montclair,” and shook all of our hands. Her grip was firm and I could see her memorizing our names as each of us gave them to her. I figured she was Montclair’s aunt or mother and wondered why she was working instead of enjoying an afternoon at the club or hosting a charity auction. “Please have a seat and I’ll let Mr. Montclair know you’re here.” Before she excused herself to enter his office, which was through an old door with a frosted window, she asked if she could get us coffee or water. We all declined, having just sucked down alcoholic beverages on the deck of an A1A dive bar. 

Eve no sooner shut Montclair’s door than we heard laughter so loud it shook the old, wooden but surprisingly comfortable chairs in which we sat. The four of us looked at each other, amused and a little worried. Even Samia. Eve opened the door and invited us in to what was a stark cheap detective novel detective’s office with horizontal blinds and a replica of the Maltese Falcon from the Humphrey Bogart movie of the same name. Or maybe it was real. Montclair, who was taller than his secretary but not much, saw me looking and said right away: 



“I bought that in an auction,” indicating the small sculpture. “It’s from the movie.” He wore a new suit but of a cut worn by Bogart, Tyrone Power, Alan Ladd and other leading men of that era. His thin hair was obviously colored, even under the pomade, and combed carefully on the left side. He shook all of our hands and invited us to sit on a long wooden bench in front of him. Also wood and also super comfortable. The length of a pew. I wondered where he got it. Again he saw me, and perhaps the others, checking out the bench and he said, “I saw it outside an antique shop in St. Augustine. I was visiting with friends. We were tired and so we sat on it.” 



“It’s very comfortable,” Elinor said. 



“I agree,” Montclair said. “I had them wrap it up and deliver it here.” He considered. 

“Five years ago, I think.” A beat. “I’ve even taken naps on it.” I thought that was great and the bench was an even better ice breaker than the falcon. Montclair then said, “My mother offer you water?” We nodded, satisfied to know how Eve was related to him. 

“She’s a teetotaler. I’ve got some hard stuff here.” He opened the lower left drawer of an old wooden desk only slightly bigger than the one in reception. He pulled out a bottle of Jack and five glasses. We all enjoyed a drink and then Montclair asked, “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Before any of us could speak, Samia, who wore a dark plaid suit with a short skirt, crossed her legs, threw back her hair and said, in a low, breathy American accent: 



“I need you to find my husband. He’s missing, along with a fortune in cash and jewelry.” 

Montclair roared, even louder than he had when his mother told us we were there. Samia smiled and batted her eyes. The rest of us had a laugh and sipped our drinks and then Seth said: 



“Mr. Montclair, we have a problem and we need you to help us.” He told him briefly about having asked me to direct ‘My Fair Lady’ and all the rest, ending with the trouble Elinor was in with the publishing company and school board. 
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“Why have you come to me?” Montclair asked. “Why not approach the school superintendent?” I said: 



“I hear you run the county. We don’t have time to fuss with school boards and commissioners, indulging their power trips and, likely, having to cancel the show.” Seth continued: 



“I was going to tell them the show was a joint production between the schools, but I didn’t think anyone would believe me.” Samia: 



“I think everyone would believe you if you said it.” She pulled an envelope containing a bank check for twenty million dollars. “And if you gave them this, from me.” Samia handed the envelope to Montclair, who smiled broadly, his wide eyes gleaming as if he had just discovered something big and grand. He took the check out, read it’s amount, said, “Hah!” and began laughing again, though not as loudly as he had. He looked from the check each of the four of us, laughed, sipped his drink, looked at the check again, shook his head and continued laughing. Then he said: 



“I’m going to need another drink,” and poured himself one. He offered the bottle to the rest of us. Normally I would have refused, as it would have been my fourth in ninety minutes. The meeting was so odd and unexpected, mostly because of his amusement, that I thought another one was in order. Samia and Seth felt the same way. Elinor, I think, was too scared and declined. 



We sipped our drinks watching Montclair alternately chuckle, giggle, shake his head, survey the four of us, and sip his drink. He finally took a deep breath, leaned on his desk and said to Seth and Elinor, “Would you mind stepping into the reception area. I’m going to need to speak to Samia and Christian privately. Please don’t be offended.” Elinor and, now, Seth were too scared to feel any other thing. They stood up, excused themselves and left the room. I watched them go, turned back to Montclair, read the mischief on his face and then said, out loud: 



“‘Christian.’” We were busted. We were so busted. We were busted so badly. I was mortified and terrified and Montclair burst into fresh peals of laughter. I took Samia’s hand and said, in a conversational tone: 



“He knows we stole the money from one of his accounts.” 



“How?” Samia said, having not yet realized that Montclair saw through the anonymity spell Felda’s friends had cast and Brandon had maintained and strengthened. 



“He’s psychic. More powerful than Brandon, even.” Montclair heard me, even over his own loud laughter. He calmed down, but only enough to tell Samia: 114 

“He’s right.” Samia was beside herself. For the third time in her life, or at least since I had known her. The first was at the nursing home when she attempted to euthanize an old lady who, fast as lightning, snatched the needle out of her hand and stuck it in Samia’s own arm, her gnarled old thumb on the plunger. The second was, of course, at Haven House. Montclair pulled himself together and said: 



“I knew when it happened. Last night…or this morning, one-thirty a.m.” Samia opened her mouth to acknowledge it, or scream, but then closed it. “I was asleep when it came to me, is how powerful I am.” He chuckled and said, “I’ve got no great business skills. I know nothing about real estate or markets…any market. I can read people’s minds. I can read a lot of things. That’s how come I have so much wealth and power.” I looked around his office, considered how modest it was compared to his actual wealth, and waited for him to say: 



“I could own Trump Tower. Have a marble office on every floor. I like Mickey Spillane novels. My grandfather introduced me to them.” I nodded. He continued, “I also like reading people’s minds and besting them in business and politics. Not for the personal gain. It’s just fun knocking them down a few pegs. People need to be humbled once in a while.” I thought of Samia sitting next to me, as humble as I’ve seen her. “You’re a darling,” Montclair said to her, “and if my plumbing still worked I’d ask you to marry me.” His admission of impotence seemed like nothing compared to having thrown our twenty million dollar cyber theft in our faces. “I got ill. Long story. Money can’t fix everything.” He smiled at us and continued, “It can fix your problem, and it can fix the theater at that school, so I’m going to go along with your scheme.” A beat. “Tell my IT 

team to quit trying to find out who hacked my agri-account.” He added, to me, 

“Montclair livestock have happy lives and die quickly, without fear or pain.” I said nothing and tried to think nothing, too. “I’m going to make a couple of calls to some people and fix all this for you. Then my mother’s going to get a courier to bring this very generous donation you’ve made,” he gave a quick guffaw and then went on, “to the school board.” He paused. I looked at him wondering what the conditions were, prepared to do anything he asked. I didn’t look at Samia because it was hard to see her so cowed, however well our foiled plan was going to work out for the school, the show and Elinor. 

“You two need to join me and mother for dinner. I’ll send your friends home in a car. 

They’re lovely and that Elinor’s a peach, and very devoted to that school.” She was and I was glad to know her. Montclair said, “You’re the ones I want to hang out with. And mother…she’s gonna get such a charge.” 



“Does she share your ability?” I asked. It was kind of forward but, again, compared to stealing all that money, and then presenting it to him as if it was a donation…  



“Oh, no,” said our host. “It skips a generation. Mother’s glad she doesn’t have it. So modest. She’d have died of embarrassment fifty years ago if she knew the kinds of things people think.” Bless her heart. “She does love that TV show you’re on, though. She’s a big fan of Isobel Lamb. Watched her Iris Jones mysteries when she was younger. She, grandpa and I watched them together when they reran them. Good, fun stuff.” 
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“She’s a kind lady. A great lady,” I said. “She actually saved my life once.” Montclair nodded and smiled: 



“Setting your dogs on that human trafficking bitch.” I grabbed my chest I was so stunned. 

“Mother’s going to love hearing about how you and your friends busted her. Real 

‘Mission Impossible’ stuff. The TV show, not these high-tech movies with that pretty boy.” Montclair looked from me to Samia, whose face could have been frozen. “Miss Siva?” said our new friend. “Samia?” 



“Sam?” I said, kind of getting concerned. A few more frozen moments and then my friend reached for the still somewhat full bottle of Jack and began sucking it down as if her life depended on it. This made Montclair, and me, laugh very, very hard. 







My brother Thomas had been to all of my My Mother’s Fleabag performances at Boston College. My other siblings saw videotapes. I showed my mother selected sketches and improvs on the videotapes, deliberately fast-forwarding past parts that would have offended her. I didn’t let her see anything that involved sex or bad language. It was a pity because some of my funniest moments in the five shows I did with the comedy troupe were extremely ribald. 



I considered not doing MMF the spring of my senior year. I had already distinguished myself in it in the spring and fall ’86 shows and spring and fall ’87 shows. I had pissed off a bunch of people in the group by fighting hard not to cast Stu Miller, and pissed them off further when he wound up being really mediocre. The spring ’88 cast was also unusually big. There was this MMF rule that once you were in the cast you were welcome to take semesters off or study abroad junior year or graduate and return as a grad student, and you didn’t have to re-audition. A lot of former cast members returned for that semester’s show, which meant each of us would be featured less. The theater community was still buzzing about my nearly live sex acts from “Murder Among Friends” and I had offers to do “Hair” and other student-directed plays. 



I told Thomas I was thinking of telling Scott O’Hara, the troupe’s director, I wouldn’t be performing that semester and why. “No, Christian, don’t quit,” he said. “Mom and Deirdre and Colin and whoever is free that weekend are going to come see you, live.” 



“Really?” I said, totally surprised and jazzed. 



“Oh, yeah. They weren’t going to say anything and just show up. Everyone’s really excited.” I was, too. And touched. “It’s your last show with the group. They’ve all seen videos and now they want to see it in person.” I was so excited. Thrilled. I was also concerned that I would hardly be featured in the one show my siblings would come see live. I told Thomas about the larger-than-usual cast and how unpopular I was with many of them. “For objecting to Stu Miller?” Thomas was incredulous. “You mean he hasn’t been thrown out?” My brother was usually pleasant and even tempered, but Stu Miller 116 

was horrible and Thomas was angry that I was getting grief over his having been cast. 

“Politics and drama,” he sighed. I said: 



“Everyone could come see me in ‘Hair.’” My brother usually didn’t swear either, so imagine my shock when he said: 



“Fuck that. None of us want to see that shit.” He considered and said, “You’re just going to write yourself a sketch with a role no one else could possibly do.” And so I wrote 

“Psychic Associates,” which you’ll recall in 2005, I think, MMF cast had the nerve to do again. 



I turned down “Hair” and other plays and endured “My Mother’s Fleabag” rehearsals. I think there were seven boys and five girls that semester. Twelve people. The shows were long…lasting well over two hours and closer to three, but still. The average cast size was nine and I thought that was too many. “No Laughing Matter” was me, James, Keith and Gerald. A perfect size. Would that the spring ’88 show had only me, Scott O’Hara, whom I didn’t like but who was very funny, Kendra Meek and Jonathan McCullom it would have been perfect. 



A couple of weeks before the April show I submitted “Psychic Associates,” which was well received. Just to be a bitch, Scott recommended casting Kendra as Madam Carlotta. 

She would have nailed it as precisely as I did, but I was an androgynous gay man and I clearly wrote it for myself. “Kendra?” Scott offered it to her after we read through it with me as Madam Catherine. I shot her a look that told her I would end her life if she didn’t insist I do the role and she said: 



“I think Christian should play this part.” Others agreed and it was done. I shared the sketch with Thomas at his downtown apartment and he said, “If this is the only role you play, we’ll be satisfied.” Thomas agreed MMF shows went on too long. “Do none of them know brevity’s the soul of wit?” 



“Not when each wants to do as many sketches and improvs as he can,” I said. 



“My Mother’s Fleabag’s” spring ’88 show went on the second weekend in April. I think. 

I don’t remember and it doesn’t matter. Deirdre and Tim Flynn, William Jr., Colin, Sean, Thomas of course, and Matthew made plans to come. Deirdre and Tim, Colin, Sean and Thomas would stay the whole weekend and see the early and late shows on both Friday and Saturday. My nephew Kieran was eighteen months old and William Jr. and Susan didn’t want to bring him or leave him with a babysitter so my oldest brother came up only for the Saturday shows. Ditto Matthew who had classes at Villanova on Friday and would take a train to Boston on Saturday. Colin had only begun dating Deborah at the time. Or maybe he didn’t know her yet. I’m not sure. He was still fucking a lot of women, and drinking a lot, too. 



Oh, Sean and Brigid were married and Maureen had been born in early March. As with William Jr., Sean wound up coming alone, but for both nights. He was also only going to 117 

come the Saturday night but Brigid insisted. He had been a dutiful husband during her pregnancy and an amazing and attentive father for four weeks. She had family and friends visiting the Washington D.C. apartment they rented while he was doing dinner theater in that city and they were between shows. “Go!” she said, and so Deirdre and Tim picked him up Friday morning and they hit the road. 



My mother planned to come for the weekend but not see the show. My siblings who had seen videotapes of my MMF shows in their entirety joined Thomas in discouraging her from coming. Instead she planned to visit cousins who lived in and around Marblehead, where she was born. 



As I predicted, my role in the “Psychic Associates” sketch was my only decent one. In every other I was a supporting role with as little as one line. Fine. No problem. The improvs were assigned equally, among the TWELVE of us, which meant not much opportunity there to shine, either. Fine. No problem. One of the improvs Scott O’Hara put me in was called “Story Story Die.” In it, four of us stood in a line facing the audience while a host sat in front of and facing us with a squirt gun. The host got a location, fictional name and fictional job title from the audience. Then the four of us had to come up with a story about that fictional person. The host pointed the gun at one of us and he began the story. Then, at some point, he points the gun at someone else and he has to continue the story without hesitating or losing the thread. Then, still later, the host points the squirt gun at someone else and he, too, has to continue the story without hesitating or losing he thread. If you hesitate or don’t continue the story in a sensible, within the bounds of comedy, that is, way, you get squirt with the gun and die and leave the stage. 



I was horrible at Story Story Die. I was always able to at least acquit myself doing any other improv, but I sucked at Story Story Die so badly it became a running joke. Each time I did it in rehearsal or, less often, in a show, I did my best. I always died first, though. Always. And Scott O’Hara knew it and Scott O’Hara knew I had family because I happened to bring it up with a mutual friend and she told him. 



Another thing about “My Mother’s Fleabag” was that whenever one of the performers had a special guest or family in the audience, he was cast in the improvs in which he most excelled.  I thought that was a decent practice, though I never took advantage of it. I didn’t have to impress Thomas and I didn’t have to impress my other brothers or sisters. I was always good at “Little Pieces of Paper” and, if I were needier, I would have asked Scott to put me in that. I didn’t. I was in “Story Story Die” and I could have cared less. 



Friday afternoon my family arrived when they arrived and we secured a handful of tables in the cafeteria in Walsh Hall, on the lower campus. Thomas arrived first, with alcohol. 

Then Mother and Colin. Then Deirdre, Tim, and Sean. We had a meal and then my mother and Thomas, who had seen enough of my shows, took his car to Marblehead. 

Colin, Deirdre, Tim and Sean followed me up Higgins stairs, across the quad and through McElroy to upper campus. 
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I arranged seats for my brothers, sister and brother-in-law across second floor “balcony” 

in O’Connell House’s main hall, where we did our shows. The same place where Linden, Thomas, Malachi and our chauffer saw a MMF show years later. “I didn’t know you had family coming,” Scott O’Hara said in front of the rest of the cast. 



“Yes, you did, asshole,” I told him. “Tori-Lynn Logan told you.” 



“Oh, now I remember,” he said, though no one believed him. “Do you want me to take you out of Story Story Die?” 



“No,” I said, “I want you to stop breathing for five minutes.” 



Curiously, someone wrote a sketch for the spring ’87 show about two comedy actors exchanging insults before a show. The characters were clearly based on me and Scott. At the end of the sketch they end up making out. Jonathan McCullom and some other guy read the roles for that show’s cast. It was funny enough but Scott campaigned against including it, insisting he wasn’t gay, which was true but not important. “This is Boston College,” he reminded us at the time. “We have to consider what our audiences will find funny.” 



“They find me very funny,” I reminded him. We fired a few rounds at each other and moved on. 



The seven-thirty show went well. “Psychic Associates” was a big hit and my improvs were generally funny but I died quickly in Story Story Die. The ten o’clock show also went well. “Psychic Associates” was also a big hit and my improvs were also generally funny. I joined my peeps outside the mansion after the second show. Deirdre said, 

“Where is the cast going?” 



“Mary Ann’s,” I said. It’s a BC Bar I generally avoided. 



“Then that’s where we’re going,” Sean said. 



“Are you sure?” I asked. “Aren’t you tired?” 



“No,” said Colin, who had already gotten his drink on, bless his heart. I called a cab and we arrived at the bar a little after one a.m. 



“Chris!” Scott said, clearly lit. “What are you doing here?” I was always early to bed and rise, and Scott was truly speaking for the seven other cast members there. Long story short, Scott O’Hara was irritating sober and even more so drunk. Deirdre, Tim, Colin and Sean figured him out in seconds. He tried to engage them, giving me back handed compliments and damning me with faint praise. It was obvious to everyone, including Jonathan, Kendra, Stu, Barrett and the others. It was embarrassing. 
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Mary Ann called last call shortly after two a.m., Tim paid our tab. I headed toward the door but Sean stopped me. “What?” I said. My brother nodded toward Scott, who was checking his pockets for his wallet. 



“I lifted it while Deirdre hugged him goodbye,” he said. 



“Deirdre hugged him?” I was appalled. 



“You were in the bathroom.” 



“Ewwww,” I said. 



“We got his wallet. Driver’s license. School ID. Daddy’s Visa card. Social security card.” 

I recalled how difficult it was to replace those items when I left my wallet at a party in high school and I threw my arms around my brother. 



“You’re the best, Sean!” 



Sean was the best, and he got better the following night. 



Saturday afternoon Mother, Deirdre and Tim, William Jr., Colin, Sean, Thomas, Matthew and my mother’s cousins Maynard, Wolfe (I’m serious), Bertram, Peggy and Dana joined me for dinner at Walsh Hall. Mother’s cousins were a lively group of upper-class blueblood yacht club drunks, and while our mother remained sober during the weekend visit, she had an amazing time with them. 



I arranged balcony seating for Deirdre and Tim, William Jr., Colin, Sean, Thomas and Matthew for the seven thirty show. “Psychic Associates” was a big hit and my improvs were generally funny. Between shows I mentioned to Thomas that I was cast in Story Story Die. “The last improv of the night. The last improv of my last ‘My Mother’s Fleabag Show,’” I said. 



“That Scott O’Hara really is a fuck,” Thomas again cursed, bless his heart. I would have agreed but I was distracted by the arrival of Maynard, Wolfe, Bertram, Peggy, Dana and…are you sitting down, my mother! “Surprise!” Thomas said. I hugged all of them and thanked them for coming and then said to Mother: 



“There’s going to be profanity and adult situations.” She said: 



“Christian, I can handle it for tonight.” I didn’t know what to say. “Can you?” she asked. 

I sighed, ran through our roster of sketches, determined nothing was extraordinarily dirty, and said: 



“I can. For tonight.” My family returned to their seats. My siblings and brother-in-law gave up their chairs for our mother and her inebriated cousins, who tried to order additional drinks from everyone with a My Mothers Fleabag shirt. Peggy even left to find 120 

the bar, in spite of having been told there wasn’t one and Colin, Thomas, Sean, and Matthew all had flasks so just fucking relax. The old gal was a peroxide blonde ten years my mother’s senior who wore her hair like Farrah Fawcett Majors. And her skin! Leather face had nothing on Peggy…whatever her last name was. She wound up stumbling into the first floor room we used for our backstage. 



“Christian, darling!” she said, hugging me. Then she surveyed the cast and said, “I’m sure I’ve asked every single one of your coworkers for a Manhattan…what’s taking them so long?” 



“There’s no bar here, Peggy,” I explained, calmly. 



“Ummm, Christian, she can’t be here.” Guess what wallet-less asshole said that? 



“I’ve got some Valium,” said Lauren, a very funny sophomore. 



“Ooooo!” Peggy lit up. Lauren handed her two and then two more: 



“For later.” 



“Thank you my dear,” Cousin Peggy said. I also thanked Lauren and then I half escorted-half carried Peggy up the stairs, in front of the entire audience, to her seat. 



The show began and “Psychic Associates” was a hit and my improvs, you know, were generally good. 



And my siblings laughed and my mother laughed and my mother’s cousins laughed and laughed and laughed. Drunk as they were, Peggy and Wolfe and the others pulled it together. They had all enjoyed Sid Cesar and Carol Burnett, but none of them had seen improv. They really enjoyed it and really concentrated on this new funny thing. Though I wasn’t featured a lot I was enjoying the show more than any I had because my family and these wonderful old cousins were there and they were all having a good time and my mother was being a real sport about the language and situations. 



Then came the final improv of the show. Story Story Die. Like a trooper I went on stage with Kendra, Scott and Lauren, all of whom were very good at it. Of course, even no-talents like Stu and Barrett lasted longer than I did. So humiliating. Jonathan was the host. He explained Story Story Die to the audience and even squirted a couple, to demonstrate what happened to a cast member who couldn’t keep up with the story. He asked for a location and Peggy shouted, not for the first time that night, “A bar.” Name? 

Someone said, “Mr. Happy Pants.” Occupation? “A brain surgeon.” 



Well, and I get butterflies when I remember this, Jonathan turned around to face the four of us, but before he could sit down looked past me to see Sean descend the main hall steps behind me. “Excuse me?” he said. 
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“You’re excused,” Sean said to Jonathan, and then to me. 



“Sean?” 



“I got this, Christian. Colin saved a couple of ounces of grain alcohol for you. Now hit the road.” 



“Right on,” I said, and ran up the stairs to join my family. Peggy indicated for me to take her seat, so she could sit on my lap. On the stage below us Jonathan, Scott and Kendra exchanged looks while Lauren, who didn’t make it to Mary Ann’s the night before, introduced herself to Sean. Scott got my brother’s attention, but before he could tell him to hit the road Sean whispered: 



“You want your wallet back?” Scott went white. “I haven’t spent the fifty bucks…yet.” 

Scott went red. “Do you know how much it’s going to cost to replace all those items?” 

Scott took a deep breath, pulled himself together, and nodded to Jonathan to proceed. 



“Pinch-hitting for Christian is his brother Sean. Let’s hear it for Sean Gallagher!” The place went nuts, primarily the left balcony. Primarily my mother’s cousins. Primary Peggy, who was so jazzed and bounced up and down on my lap so hard, she tinkled herself. It made me laugh and it made her laugh, too. 



Below us Scott, Kendra, Lauren and my brother told the story of Mr. Happy, the brain surgeon in the bar, and guess who was the last one to die? I’ll give you a hint. His name is Sean-motherfuckin-Gallagher, and is anyone who has ever met him surprised? Sean Gallagher, who spent his lifetime chatting and telling stories and being funny joined the three other performers in telling a wickedly funny story about Mr. Happy, no detail of which I can remember. I do recall, vividly, that Kendra was the first to stumble, but after a long, long time. Then Lauren. Then it was back and forth and back and forth between Scott and Sean. And back and forth. And back and forth. And back and forth. It got so that Jonathan deliberately tried to trip up Scott. Not my brother mind you, but Scott O’Hara, because Sean was an instant audience favorite and, I think, he was less scared of Scott. 



The story went on and on and became an exciting battle between the two funny young men. Scott wound up dying, though, but it had less to do with his hesitating and more with him dodging the empty flask Peggy threw at him, hard. Sean wound up the Mr. 

Happy story quickly after than, bowed and shook Jonathan’s hand, graciously; this, as the totally wound up crowd went bananas, for him mostly. Sean held his hand out to Scott, who ignored him and marched offstage. My brother booked back up the hall stairs to the left balcony and switched seats with me. “Peggy wet herself,” I warned him. 



“So I see,” my brother said, examining the huge pee stain on my lap, even in the dark. 

Before he sat down he shucked off his jeans and handed them to me. I shucked off my khakis and put on Sean’s jeans and booked back downstairs in time to join the eleven other MMF cast members for our final bow. 
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I led my family through down a back staircase and through a rear entrance so we didn’t have to hassle with anyone from the audience or cast. Sean bumped into Lauren on our way out and gave her Scott’s wallet, without the fifty bucks. That he gave to the Copley Plaza waiter who delivered snacks and booze to the one of the hotel suites my family and I secured for the evening. 
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Places Bitch Chapter 9 



My dinner with Samia, Monty Montclair and Eve Montclair was great fun. We went to a seafood place because there were no vegan restaurants in the area and it was the best Monty could do for me. He read our minds, chose the funniest stories we had, and asked us to tell them to him and his mother. These included visiting Glenn Milward years before in order to murder him for pimping out his mentally challenged nephew Justin, following and silently tormenting the three high school gay bashers who pounded Olivier Korstanje even though he wasn’t gay, and consuming Pepe’s cat hair-covered cupcakes at Haven House. “Oh,” Monty said, “and say that line you said to Daisy when she kept telling you about intake.” Damn he was powerful. I said: 



“‘Daisy—may I call you Daisy?’” She nodded. “‘At this moment I am more aware of your not being open and intake occurring at noon than I am of any other thing.’” That made Monty and Eve laugh super hard. 



It was late that weekday night, so Montclair invited us back to the house he shared with his mother. I expected it to be in Ormond Beach…tons of acres of oceanfront. I turned out to be an old Victorian job, right out of Rowaneck, but on a small piece of property, walking distance from their office. The house was super old on the outside, but everything inside was super new and super state-of-the-art. Modern and expensive appliances and fixtures in the kitchen, a TV screen that took up the entire living room wall, showroom new-looking furniture and carpeting, bathrooms with every kind of cleaning and grooming gadget on the market. Fireplaces in every bedroom, including a third floor recreation/guest room. “Can I sleep there?” I asked. There were two beds and I assumed Samia would sleep with me. Instead, she and Montclair determined, through a series of looks she later told me about, that they were going to be sleeping together. I was sort of offput because I wanted for her and Bentley to be an exclusive couple and maybe get married. How bourgeois of me. Still… 



I had texted Linden hourly during the evening so he could advise Bentley, the twins, Seth and Elinor what Samia and I were doing, and how much fun we were having with Montclair. I would explain to them, in person, about his being aware of our twenty million dollar theft, even as it happened. I would also tell them that the following morning, right after Samia and I took sips of yummy coffee, he said, “If that twenty million isn’t enough, feel free to steal however much more you need.” He then cackled and, in unison, Samia and I spit our coffee out, causing Montclair to fall off his chair laughing. Eve Montclair had day help, but she insisted on wiping up the mess Samia and I had made over her kitchen table and floor. “I’m so sorry,” I said. 



“Please, let me do that,” Samia offered to clean it up herself. 



“No, no, it’s no trouble. I’m just happy you’re all having a good time,” Eve said. “We have so few guests.” I wondered why that was. As Montclair picked himself off the floor he said: 
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“We get so few genuine guests. I’m always entertaining for business, but when you achieve the success I have and, well, when you can read people’s minds, you know who wants to hang out with you for you and who just wants something.” 



“Monty,” I said, “we came into your office wanting you to fix our ‘My Fair Lady’ mess and give you a donation of money we had stolen from you less than twenty-four hours before.” 



“I know,” he said, slapping a knee, “ain’t it grand?” He then got serious and said, 

“Christian, you need to juice up your phone. I’ve got an adapter in my office you can use.” I thought I knew why and he said, “No, Sean’s still alive, but…well…I’ll let you get your messages.” Eve led me into the office that, like he rest of the house had either new or newly restored furniture and every imaginable electronic office-related device available. I found an adapter right away and it fit. I plugged my phone in and powered it up. I then checked my call log: Colin, Joan, William Jr., Thomas, and Matthew, twice. I called my little brother back and said: 



“What’s going on?” 



“Sean’s theater friends are having a tribute for him on Saturday night at Portland Rose.” 



“You’re going?” I asked, even though our brother and his family’s holiday visits to all of us were meant to tell us the cancer his doctor discovered the prior year was terminal and to say goodbye, to each of us, after a visit of several days.” 



“We’re going. We’re going to recreate the our Snow children appearance in ‘Carousel’ at the end of it.” Oh my goodness. Matthew continued, “Sean is in a wheelchair and is doped up on morphine. Joan says he’s going to check out after the show.” 



“I guess I should go,” I said. 



“It’s a risk.” As if Matthew had to remind me. 



“I can’t think of a better reason to risk it,” I told him. 



“You get busted you go to jail and Linden’s a single parent.” 



“If I get busted you and everyone will get me out, like you did when Eleanor van der Walls died.” 



“Yeah,” Matthew said, “but we had Deirdre and Sean then.” We both went silent with sadness. “They’ll be watching the airports. And the bus station.” 



“EEEEK!” I said. “As if I would ever take a bus anyplace.” Matthew gave me a courtesy laugh and I said, “What time’s the show?” 
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“Six p.m. Sean can’t stay up late. And he, Brigid and Maureen are going to spend a couple of hours together before he takes a fatal dose.” I took a deep breath, fought back a sob and said: 



“Well, I don’t want to sit through the whole tribute, so I’ll show up at…seven?” 



“And leave at…?” 



“Seven-fifteen,” I said, flatly. I had said goodbye to my brother after New Year’s. In front of the Wysteria Hotel. Hugging him and letting him go. And hugging him and letting him go. Then hugging him again. He welcomed each embrace as I struggled with seeing him for the last time. Linden finally whispered to me: 



“You’re making this hard for him.” I let him go then. 



“I love you Sean,” I said. 



“I love you, Christian,” he said to me. “And Linden,” he said to him. “And Wyn.” He gave his nephew a kiss and said to my husband and me, “Tell him about me.” He kissed all three of our cheeks and got into the a rental car next to Brigid. Maureen and her lover were in the back seat. Then they drove away. 



Visiting Portland meant seeing Sean again and saying goodbye again and seeing him super skinny and in pain and not fully himself. I had to go, though. I had to be part of the Snow children number, though it would be missing Deirdre and Sean would be watching it, hopefully lucid, from the front row of the theater. 



I returned to the kitchen and told Samia and our new friends about the tribute show and my family’s participation in it. “You should go,” she said. Neither Monty nor his mother offered an opinion, bless their hearts. 



“I want to,” I said. “I will have to talk to Linden first.” I didn’t make any big decisions without his approval. Not after that crazy violent summer at the end of which I lied to him about visiting Sultan Springs and instead drove to Alabama to kill Buck, and he knew all along. “Will I get picked up by the feds?” I asked Monty. 



“I can’t read the future,” he said, sadly. “Only the present and the past.” 



“The feds?” Eve said. 



“I’ll tell you later, mother,” said her son. “I’ll have my driver take you back to Wysteria,” 

he said to us. Then he asked, “Does Elinor want to be superintendent?” Samia and I looked at each other and we shook our heads. 



“I think she likes being principal,” I said. 
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“She also likes being the musical director for the revue,” Samia added. “I think restoring the auditorium and adding a music program would make her very happy.” 



“I could see her giving up her role to teach music and produce future plays,” I offered. 

Samia nodded and Montclair said: 



“Then that is what’s going to happen.” He smiled and then said, “How about your other friend, Seth?” Samia deferred to me and said: 



“I think he’s good.” 



“OK, then,” said our host. “Then I’ll see you Friday night at the show.” 



Samia, Jacob and Joshua planned to see our ‘My Fair Lady’ on Friday night and then leave for Monte Carlo, or Cameroon, or Cape Horn. It would be lovely for us to share a table with Monty and Eve on opening night. It wasn’t to happen, though, at least for me. 

When I got home I told Linden about the tribute show and he said, right away, “You should go.” I didn’t have to remind him of the risk. He said, “It’ll be fifteen minutes. 

You’ll be fine.” I asked Brandon, also a powerful psychic, if I would get busted and he said: 



“You’re going to be fine. Go.” That reassured me like nothing else. Brandon was a powerful psychic and I had every confidence in his prediction. I shouldn’t have. No…I should have, but not in his veracity. I’m getting ahead of myself… 



The plan was for me to fly to a city nearby Portland and hire a car to drive me there. 

Linden, Wyn, Samia, Jacob and Joshua created an itinerary for me over lunch that day. It was a Wednesday, I think. We deliberately ate midday when things were busier and Angela wasn’t able to sit with us. I felt bad keeping her out of it since she loved our late afternoon lunches. I couldn’t take her into my confidence. She was a love but kind of wacky and who knows what she could let slip. Joshua suggested I fly into Gargamel and see Jack Ravenwood and Amy and see how the underground railroad of parents and their at risk children was going. “It’s what got you into this mess,” he said, lightly. 



“And all worth it,” I replied, squeezing Linden’s hand and kissing Wyn’s forehead. 



“Samia!” said our son. Then and a lot. Like, all the time a lot. Jacob said: 



“If you want to have enough time to get to Portland you’re going to have to leave Friday.” 



“Or tomorrow,” Bentley suggested. “Didn’t you say the club was in the middle of nowhere?” 



“You’re going to need a buffer, in case there’s traffic or you have car trouble,” said Joshua. 
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“And you’re going to want to visit a bit. At least for an afternoon,” said Jacob. “Have some of his brother’s homemade hooch.” I remembered that, with a groan. 



“You should leave tonight,” Linden said. He was right. I would fly commercial that night, then hire a private plane from the closest airport to fly to the club, which was twenty miles outside of tiny Gargamel. Visit Thursday, then either hire a car, or rent, or buy, or steal one from Gargamel and drive to Oregon. Assuming I get to the city in enough time, I lay low, maybe see a museum or some other attraction exclusive to that city, and sneak into the theater after the show begins. Joshua stood, picked up his laptop and said: 



“I’m going to go to the porch and secure all your flights and reservations.” 



“Rent me a gigantic SUV,” I said. “A Hummer if there’s one.” 



“They stopped making them,” Bentley said, breaking my heart. I was devastated, having enjoyed driving one from club to club with Freebird, Sylvia, Jesus Christ and Dahlia in the summer of ’09. They were too big for every day use. I preferred my tiny Miata for that, though I hadn’t bought one since Linden, Wyn and I moved to Wysteria. Perhaps I didn’t think I would be there long enough to warrant a new car…Joshua said: 



“If they don’t I’ll arrange for a company that has one to bring it to the club.” 



“Yay!” I said. 



“Samia!” said Wyn, happily. 



“Make sure you bill everything to Montclair,” Samia added, and we all laughed. 



After lunch we all went back to our house and I packed. Then I said goodbye to Samia, Jacob and Joshua. It was depressing even though I knew it was coming. I had enjoyed her for the longest I had since we met in the Superior Bodies lobby a hundred years before. I had seen more of Jacob and Joshua over the years but I was still as sad to say goodbye to them. I had an idea, too, that Bentley would return to Miami when I got back. The show would last two consecutive weekends. After it was over his work and recuperation in Wysteria would be done. We hadn’t talked about it but I kind of knew. Saying goodbye to my brother and my friends was tremendously sad. I took comfort…tremendous comfort, that I would return to Linden, Wyn, Gladys, Harley and Asa. And my Wysteria friends including, now, Monty and Eve. 



I flew all night. From Daytona to Atlanta to Phoenix to…who knows. I can’t remember. I just followed Joshua’s directions, which were perfect and which got me to Cheyenne as efficiently as it was possible. No sooner had I stepped off a commercial plane there than I was met by the pilot of a two-seater who held a sign that said “Charlie Cash.” I approached him, introduced myself and he led me to his tiny plane. “Cool,” I said out loud. 
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“Thank you,” the guy said. “She’s a good time.” I don’t recall his name. He was very nice. A couple of years older than I. 



“What’s her name?” I asked. 



“Angel Baby,” he said. A forgettable name, though more memorable than his. He told me he flew rescue dogs with “Pilots & Paws,” which I LOVE! Love him and all the pilots with that organization! 



Angel Baby, her owner and I touched down next to the Gargamel club early Thursday afternoon. I thanked both of them and then wheeled my luggage over dirt and asphalt toward the entrance to the Superior Bodies club that had been an airplane hanger but was also a way station for victims of domestic abuse and their children. Amy, the club’s housekeeper and Jack Ravenwood’s partner in the child rescue effort, had seen me from a window and came running out of the building to greet me. “Christian!” she said, giving me a big hug. I hugged her back as Angel Baby took off. She looked at the plane over my shoulder and said, “A private plane? What’s the occasion? Is there anything wrong?” I told her briefly about being on the run, which she knew, and going to see my family and why. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “Come inside.” She went to take my luggage but I wouldn’t let her. She was my friend not my servant. 



It was cold in Wyoming, at least for me, coming from Florida. I was glad to get inside the club, which hadn’t changed in the eight years since the Kelly brothers and I had visited. 

There were some men and women working out. A couple of older fellas were watching TV in the lounge area. “I didn’t see any cars without license tags in the parking lot. Do you have anyone staying with you?” By that I meant was there anyone running from a dangerous situation. Amy said: 



“No, but…” I could see her thinking. 



“What?” 



“You’re going to Portland.” 



“Yes.” 



“You’ve got to be there when?” 



“Saturday evening.” 



“We’ve got someone coming in tonight who needs to go to Juneau.” 



“Really?” I almost shouted. The opportunity to participate in a rescue transport was totally great and exciting.” 
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“You don’t have to,” Amy said. “I know how badly the last one turned out for you.” It did and it didn’t, I thought. Out loud I said: 



“Oh, whatever. Try and stop me.” Amy smiled and took my face in her hands, affectionately. She noticed the difference in cheek bones and I indicated the plastic one. 



“Oh, Christian!” she said, taking her hands away as if she was hurting me. 



“It’s OK. I don’t even think about it.” I could tell she still felt bad and so, quickly asked, 

“Do you have someone in Portland who can go the rest of the way?” 



“No,” she said, “but there’s someone in Vancouver who was going to come here and take them to Canada and then someone from Juneau who was going to get them in Vancouver.” 



“OK, so the Vancouver person can meet me in Portland,” I said. We didn’t use names. 

Not for the rescued and not for other drivers. Only select people like Amy and Jack knew names. I said, “Where’s Jack?” Amy’s face fell and I wondered if he died and she hadn’t told me because she had no way to reach me. 



“He’s at home.” 



“Oh,” I said, relieved he just wasn’t around. Amy was still grave as she started to say something and then stopped. “What?” I asked. 



“Let’s get you settled in first,” she said. I wanted to insist she tell me that minute what was wrong. Instead I chose to be patient. I had surprised her and even though I would be useful, my presence required arrangements. Amy assigned me a cubicle which, I in the past, had required me to climb one of two ladders. Imagine my happiness when I noticed someone replaced them with proper staircases. 



“Thank goodness,” I said as I followed her up one of them. “You’d think these would have gone in before the gym equipment.” 



“Hah,” Amy agreed. “I think the designer thought there was something ‘cool’ about our guests having to climb the ladders.” I couldn’t imagine what was cool about it but made no further comment. She opened the cubicle in which I would spend the night, sat on the bed and invited me to sit next to her. Then she said, “We made an error with a woman and baby last summer. She convinced our contacts in Minneapolis she and her son were in danger from his father. She wasn’t.” 



“Oh, no,” I said, not wanting to hear the rest. 



“During the night she spent here she suffocated the baby with a pillow and then hanged herself with a sheet.” 
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“Oh, Amy.” My chest and stomach hurt. 



“Jack discovered her body hanging next to the ladder. It was five-thirty a.m. He checked on the baby right away and found he was dead. Then he pulled her up and carried her body to the cubicle before any of the other guests woke up.” I leaned over and held my torso. I rocked a bit as I imagined all of it. “He returned her to the cubicle just as a trucker woke up to hit the road. If he had seen the body it would all have been over.” I kept rocking and shook my head. Amy put her hand on my back. “He couldn’t have known. 

None of us could. The intel was solid. The husband had a record, but not for violence. 

The woman was convincing.” I pulled myself together, straightened up and said: 



“It’s inevitable you would be wrong. At some point.” Amy nodded. 



“We have been. Our network. Twice, as far as we know. This one and another. We were able to fix the other, though.” 



“Really?” I said. “The parent…the other mistake. Didn’t the mother, or father, expose you?” 



“She would have if Jack hadn’t,” she paused, “taken her out.” I leaned back over and began to rock and shake my head again. 



“That was five years ago. The boy was ten. He recovered quickly. He’s living with relatives in…the south.” The less each of us know, the less authorities can persuade us to reveal. “Jack got over that quickly. This one with the baby…” I straightened back up and said: 



“Is he receiving visitors? Will he see me?” 



“I think so,” Amy said. “I think he would be glad to see you.” 



Amy drove me to Jack Ravenwood’s brother’s house, where he had been staying, at Leo and his wife Laurie’s insistence. They all appeared glad to see me. They all asked how Linden and I were doing since we had to go on the run. “I’m so sorry about that” Jack said. 



“It’s OK,” I replied, sincerely. “It turned out OK.” I then told him how Linden, my cousin Kitty and I were able to accomplish a lot of important things while we were on the lam. Among them were stopping the human traffickers that had taken over Superior Bodies Tell Tale, save Luz and Jose Juan from lesbian assassins from Mexico and bring theater back to Evergreen High School in Talbot. As I spoke Laurie served me a glass of the kick ass moonshine that had nearly killed me and the twins years before. I declined at first and then changed my mind and had a sip. It was all I needed to obtain a buzz. “Yes!” 

I said. “This is very good. Thank you.” Leo asked me to stay for dinner and I agreed. He and his wife left Jack and me alone in their living room. Jack said: 131 

“If you’re going to talk me into—” Before he could finish I said: 



“Jack, I’m only here so I don’t have to fly into Portland on Saturday. Now,” I pulled out my phone, “check out the boy Linden and I adopted in Santa Fe. His name is Wyn Midwinter-Gallagher, and his first word was ‘Christian.’” 



Leo drove me back to the club close to midnight. As far as it was away from their house, in Gargamel proper, the ride was brief because everyone drove a hundred miles per hour. 

I thanked him and he said, “Jack’s going to be OK. It’s the deaths, but it’s also age and other things. He’s out but he’s not down.” 



“I’m glad you and Laurie are looking out for him.” We shook hands and he gave me a bottle of that battery-acid alcohol to take with me. “Ooooo, thanks!” I said, sincerely. I slept well enough that night and woke up in time to find a couple of representatives from a car rental place in some other Wyoming city…not the capital but another one, arrived with a Hummer. I produced my fake I.D. indicating I was Charlie Cash and signed a couple of rental agreement documents and one of them gave me the keys. Then both men took off back to wherever they came from in a second vehicle. I checked out the Hummer, which was yellow, had fifty-six thousand miles on it and looked and smelled like it was new. “This is going to be fun,” I said and then went inside the club to find an old hippie couple having coffee in the lounge area and watching cable news. Amy appeared and led me over to them. 



“These are your passengers for today,” she said, not telling them my name and not telling me theirs. I was surprised I had no parent and child to drive but thought, what the heck. 

“Why don’t you sit down and I’ll get you some coffee,” Amy said. I did and the husband, who had long gray hair and a gray beard and wore a Rolling Stones t-shirt, jeans and moccasins turned off the TV. “Thank you for volunteering to help us,” he said. 



“Yes, thank you,” said his wife, who dressed and sounded like Stevie Nicks. 



“What’s your story?” I said, ‘cuz I wanted to know and figured they’d wind up telling me at some point. He explained that they were summer of love hippies who conceived their daughter in 1968 and she turned out to be a money-grubbing bitch and potential murderess. “Oh,” I said. She continued that they had developed a computer component in the 1980s that made them zillionaires. 



“Now that we’re older…Haley,” not her real name I was sure, “wants power of attorney,” 

said the wife. 



“And power of our bank account,” said he. “She’s spent the last five years trying to get control of our fortune. Her latest effort has been to have us declared incompetent, a danger to ourselves and each other.” 



“The results of our rabid drug use forty years ago,” said the wife. 
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“We know she’s poisoning us, too,” the husband continued. “She’s been spending more time at our house than usual. Bringing food over or cooking for us.” 



“It’s very out of character. She’s always been a cunt,” said the wife. She was so matter-of-fact about it I laughed. Then I stopped abruptly, embarrassed at having found humor in their daughter’s betrayal. “Oh, it’s OK,” said the wife, whom I’ll call Stevie. 



“She’s the result of our rabid drug use,” said Neil Young. 



“A miserable creature. Never knew a moment’s joy in her life.” 



“We had our food tested.” 



“And our hair.” 



“We found strychnine, in our food.” 



“And our hair.” 



“We liquidated our assets and put them into an account in the Bahamas.” 



“Then we quit claim deeded the house to a local homeless shelter.” 



“In—” Neil almost told me where they were from. Stevie stopped him and then said: 



“She’s relentless. She’ll move heaven and earth to find us. She’s already filed suit against the shelter for their ownership of the house.” 



“Cunt,” said her father. 



“Cunt,” said her mother. 



“Cunt,” I agreed as Amy returned with a fresh cup of coffee. 



Thirty minutes later we were on the road to Portland. We drove all day and all night, taking turns behind the wheel and sleeping. At one point, as I was sleeping, Neil pulled over so he and Stevie could get their groove on in woods at the side of the road. 

Somewhere in Idaho. It was cold, but they didn’t mind, suggesting they were from Massachusetts or Maine or something. I thought it was thoughtful of them not to do it in the car, though there was plenty of room. I imagined for their casual tone and frequent use of the word “cunt,” to describe their daughter, a part of each was extremely devastated. Or maybe not. Maybe they just wanted to screw her thoroughly and completely. They paid for everything during the trip, though I was prepared to cover all costs myself. Generally passengers were women with young children who had no money. 

The old flower children had plenty. They offered to pay for my time and pay for the 133 

Hummer rental and make a donation to the charity of my choice. I asked them to send money to Jack Ravenwood, so he and Amy could continue what they were doing. 



Early the next morning I left Neil and Stevie at a 7-11 in an grubby area of Portland. I stayed until the Vancouver woman showed up to drive them the next leg of their trip. It was about an hour. They insisted I go and do what I needed to do, but I was early. Way early. I hadn’t told them about Sean or my family or anything about myself because you’re not supposed to. We just listened to the radio and made small talk when we weren’t sleeping and they weren’t engaging in intercourse in the cold woods of the northwest. 



I waved goodbye to my passengers and their next driver at eleven a.m. and then found a hotel where I thought I would sleep. I couldn’t. It was too jazzed from the long drive and about seeing Sean so sick. I called Linden to tell him about the trip and my passengers and Jack’s depression. “Have a sip of that moonshine,” he suggested. “You’ll go to sleep right away.” It was a good idea and so I had a very large swig while we were still talking. 

It hit me very quickly. Linden noticed it first. “Good night, Christian,” he said. “Say hi to your siblings for me.” I said I would, though I might have dreamed it. 



I woke up way later and I checked my phone for the time. It was six fifteen and the show had already begun. “Fuck!” I shouted and called a cab because I didn’t have time to find the theater in the unfamiliar city. I took a quick shower, changed and then looked out the hotel window to see a taxi pull into the parking lot. I took my wallet and keys and left the room. In the cab I said, “Please take me to Portland Rose Theater.” The drive got me there in twenty minutes. I tipped him generously and approached the free standing building. I had seen it in pictures but never in person. It reminded me of the Robsham Theater at Boston College, on which I had never performed but in which I had seen many shows. I think it was as large, seating five hundred, though I may be wrong. It was red brick and had large windows into the lobby and a large metal sculpture in the front featuring the happy and sad masks that were theater icons the world over. 



I entered the building and hurried to the entrance to the auditorium. A young man and woman stopped me and asked me who I was. I indicated my eyebrows and eyes and said, 

“Christian Gallagher,” in a tone that suggested it should be obvious. This pissed them off because, I remembered quickly, my anonymity spell was working splendidly and nothing about my appearance would convince them I was a Gallagher sibling. 



“We’re having a private function,” the man said. 



“It’s invitation only,” said the woman. 



“Can I see Brigid or Maureen?” 



“Neither is available,” the man said. 



“You’ll have to contact them another time,” said the woman. 
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“If I gave you a hundred dollars each will you both go to the rest room?” 



“No, that would be bribery,” the man said. 



“And I just got back,” said the woman. 



“OK, I’ve got a gun in my purse,” I said, even though I had neither. Then a volunteer who had seen me when I visited in the summer of 2009 recognized me on her way back from the rest room and said: 



“Christian Gallagher?” 



“Yes!” I said, ignoring the man and woman and hurrying over to my new favorite person. 



“I’m Angela. Do you remember me?” I gave her a hug and shouted: 



“Of course I do.” And “Will you tell them it’s OK to let me in?” Angela nodded to the two others, both of whom continued to look suspicious. Then I followed her inside the auditorium. 



Every seat in the house was taken and there were tons of people standing. I saw Brigid and Sean in front of the front row, right behind the orchestra pit. His very slight frame was propped up under blankets in a wheelchair. His wife sat in a folding chair on his right and his daughter sat in a folding chair on his left. Everyone was watching six featured singers and three times as many dancers finish an medley of the theater company’s biggest successes, I guessed. I thanked Angela and booked down right aisle as the number ended and everyone got to his feet to clap and cheer. I approached Sean and his family amid that. My brother looked like an apparition of himself. Like Jacob Marley or some other terrifying ghost. I hid my reaction, effectively I think, though if anyone could read my face it was a sibling. Brigid gave me a hug and I nodded toward Maureen. I then leaned over to Sean and said, slowly and carefully because I was unsure if he recognized me his eyes were so glazed. “I’m here, Sean. It’s Christian. I decided to come for the show.” My brother nodded to his wife, and then indicated the stage to me. Brigid produced a hat similar to the ones my brothers and I wore in the Rowaneck High School version of “Carousel” forty-five years before. I took it from her as Sean said: 



“Places, bitch.” I kissed him on his cheek, climbed onto he stage and ran into the wings to find Joan, having assumed Deirdre’s role, William Jr., Colin, Thomas and Matthew in age order. I found my place as the “Carousel” music started and we all marched out as we had done in 1971. Our bit included Matthew’s wandering around the stage, which was grand and which had been explained in the program that was created for the event. When our bit was over we bowed to wild applause and a standing ovation we didn’t deserve but the audience insisted on giving us. Then we jumped off the stage and sat on the carpet around our brother and his family to watch the rest of the show which, apparently, was winding up. 
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I didn’t get a chance to see or participate in the finale, though, because no sooner had I greeted the rest of my siblings and gotten comfortable, two men in cheap suits under which I noticed the bulge of holstered pistols appeared. Over the music of the next number one of squatted in front of me and said, “You need to come with us, Mr. 

Gallagher.” I said: 



“Really? Now?” He nodded. He looked like the actor who played Simon on “Firefly.” 

Very IBM. Very FBI. 



“Yes,” he said. 



“Can you wait until the end of the show? I’m not going anyplace.” 



“After the wedding in Rowaneck, we’re not taking any chances.” 



“You suck,” I said. Simon’s face became very menacing as he said, no, snarled: 



“And several of our colleagues are missing eyes and thumbs.” I had no response to that. 

Instead I stood up, even as video of Sean’s best moments, which had played on a screen throughout the show, presented him as Melvin P. Thorpe in “The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas.” I looked at Sean, and shrugged. He looked at me and smiled hard, his eyes twinkling. He nodded his love to me and I nodded back to him. Then Simon and his colleague walked me up the right aisle while everyone in the theater laughed at Sean’s performance. 



I noticed the man and woman in the lobby looking very smug. I shouted to them, “Do you know what my siblings are going to do to you when they find out you called the police on me?” I didn’t think they had, but I did think they were satisfied I was being hauled away by agents who were waiting for me. They both looked very, very worried and they should have. The feds led me through the theater’s front doors and toward a non-descript sedan that was waiting to take me away. 
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Places Bitch Chapter 10 



Sean died the night of the tribute show. I didn’t know for several days, though, as I was being held in a holding room of sorts. Not a jail cell. More of an office with no windows. 

It had a cot and if I had to use the bathroom, a fed walked me to a private one just a few steps away. I was invited to make a phone call. The one I made was to Brandon, whom I asked to lift the anonymity spell. “There’s no point,” I told him. “There are enough people in the Bureau who had seen me before it was cast. The others keep shaking their heads looking at me, trying to reconcile the person they saw to images in my file.” 

Brandon said it was tough to do it at a distance, but he would try. 



“No,” he said. “You’ve got enough on your mind.” 



Brandon didn’t mention Linden. I didn’t expect him to. The call was as much to lift the spell as to tell him to tell Linden where I was and to stay put and quiet. We were both wanted for kidnapping Ellie. Someone had to look after Wyn. I thought the FBI would be satisfied with just nailing me, though. It turns out I was right as the seven days I spent in their custody his name hardly came up. 



The worst thing about getting arrested isn’t the fear or humiliation. It’s not the bad food or bad company. Nor the lack of privacy, nor the loss of freedom, nor missing your loved ones…it’s the boredom. I had nothing to read and no TV to watch. When a sympathetic guard handed me a newspaper I thanked him. I couldn’t read it, though, as, at nearly fifty years old, I couldn’t read a thing without those 1.50 glasses you get at the supermarket. 

I’m serious. I had the “Wall Street Journal” in my hands and couldn’t read a word. OK, I could, if I held it far enough away. It was difficult, though. Very awkward and almost not worth the struggle. 



I spent a week in the Portland, Oregon, field office of the Federal Bureau of Investigation being interviewed by a handful of different people and being left in a cell…more of a locked room, actually, as it had no bars. I had access to a full bathroom, which I appreciated, and a couple of times a day a couple of guards walked me around the property. One agent, or special agent, told me I could go to county if I was bored or lonely. I was perfectly polite and even friendly to everyone from the arresting agents to the janitor and everyone I saw, passed or spoke to while I was held. I did, however, respond to the invite to county. I said, “I think one of your Miami colleagues made a similar offer to my friend Bentley Howard.” The fella made the connection, went white, decided he didn’t want to lose an eye or thumb, and left the room as quickly as he could. 



Over and over the feds asked me about Ellie Becket. Over and over I told them, in a genuinely friendly way, that I only knew her from news reports suggesting I kidnapped her. “That woman, Edie?” 



“Evie,” an agent said. 



“Right. She said she recognized my voice from a TV show.” 
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“Yes, she did.” I considered that and then said: 



“She’s got her own reality show, I think. On Bravo, right?” 



“TLC,” the agent said, and then blushed for revealing his knowledge of it. 



“Special Agent,” Brennan, DiPastino, Hurley, Cronin and a few others, “My husband and I went to my cousin’s husband’s funeral in Clearwater. Then we drove to my brother-in-law’s house in D.C. and then hit a couple of Superior Bodies clubs. Then I hear on the news a woman I don’t know thinks I tied her up and kidnapped her boyfriend’s baby. Oh, and I had underwear on my head.” 



“How did you know that,” Agent Mercer asked me, thinking he had nailed me. “That wasn’t released to the press.” 



“Agent Hollingsworth told me,” I replied. “And Lennon, and Carrier, and Boyle.” 



Everyone asked me how Jill Krenshaw, Kitty’s schizophrenic daughter, died. “Suicide,” I said to each. 



“Then why did your cousin flee with you and where is she now?” 



“Kitty met my husband and me in D.C. She was distraught over her husband and daughter’s deaths, happening so close to each other. It was horribly traumatic for her.” I wasn’t kidding about that. Kitty put on a brave face in front of me and Linden. She cried for both of them at night. “She wanted to be around family and joined us as we road tripped around the country with the intention of visiting all of mine.” 



“Where is she now?” everyone asked. 



“She left us in Santa Fe. She didn’t tell us where she was going.” No one believed me. I can’t lie for shit. 



“Where have you been staying since you left Santa Fe?” 



“All over.” 



“Are you aware someone pretending to be you in Wayward, Mississippi, was murdered?” 



“Yes.” 



“What can you tell us about that?” 



“Nothing.” 
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“Someone set off a bomb at the pool at the Homefires Hotel while you were there?” 



“Oh?” 



“I believe it was meant for you. I believe Todd Becket, or an agent of his, tried to kill you in Santa Fe and killed someone he thought was you in Wayward.” I said nothing. “Mr. 

Gallagher?” 



“Yes.” 



“That’s two times you could have died.” I said nothing. “Mr. Gallagher?” 



“Yes.” 



“You have no response?” 



“I didn’t know you were asking me questions,” I said without a bit of sarcasm. 



“Mr. Gallagher, we want to help you because we think Todd Becket is trying to kill you. 

You have to be honest with us about Ellie’s kidnapping. For your own sake.” To be fair, only two agents tried this strategy with me. Doyle and DiPastino, I think. To each I said: 



“I didn’t kidnap anyone.” 



No one in my family contacted or visited me while I was being held. They didn’t arrange an attorney. I could have been alone in the world for all I heard from them and that didn’t discourage me at all. The agents advised me of my rights and invited me to secure an attorney. I didn’t know whom to call. I had already put Mr. Aiello through enough so left him alone. I was confident my sibs were working on something, though, so I politely declined every suggestion that I hire a defense attorney. 



Agent Brennan was the one who told me Sean died. Someone had to. It was all over the Portland papers, Sean and Brigid being long-time members of the arts community in the area. “I have some bad news, Mr. Gallagher.” He said over a cold table in a colder room. 

“As no one from your family has come by to tell you, I think you should know.” Sean died. I knew it. It was OK. “Your brother Sean…” Bless his heart, Brennan was having a harder time telling me the news than I was receiving it. I had been preparing for it since my brother’s visit to Wysteria over New Years. Since before that, even, as he told all of us about his cancer in the fall. 



“Thank you for telling, me Special Agent Brennan,” I said, and then took his hand because he seemed very upset. 



“My wife and I saw many of his shows there over the years,” Brennan said. “We even saw ‘Pippin,’ with your aunt.” 
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“She was awesome, wasn’t she?” I said. Brennan could only nod. Then he excused himself and left the room. 



Halfway through my visit to the Portland branch of the FBI, I appeared before a federal judge, charged with kidnapping. No Gallagher was in the courtroom at the city’s federal building. Todd Becket wasn’t there, either, aware, as he probably was, of the feds’ 

interest in him, too. As I had no attorney, the judge asked me if I wanted bail. I said no, that I was very comfortable in FBI custody, though I would like some reading glasses. 

The judge set no bail and left me with my new friends, who didn’t really know what to do with me. Seriously. It’s the impression I got and one that was later confirmed by Everett Jones, of whom I saw nothing at the time. 



One afternoon, after the court appearance, Brennan and Hurley walked me around the grounds. The three of us sat on a bench, quietly. Then Brennan said, “Your brother was quite a character.” I said: 



“Yes, he was.” Hurley was single and a sports enthusiast. He had only heard of Sean Gallagher since my arrest, though he had lived in Portland as long as my brother had. 



“No more than you,” Hurley said to me. “I’ve seen your TV shows and, well, we’ve all seen your file.” 



“Oh,” I said, “Sean was way more formidable than I.” 



“Really?” Brennan said, and I replied: 



“Oh, yes.” Then I told them a story about my brother that I only had heard recently. From Joan, of course, because my mother told her everything and because what mother left out she figured out using her psychic abilities. 



Sean’s goodbye tour of the country began and ended with Joan, who was back in Yelm with Winston after having spent a few years at Honey Bunches of Oats in Kingdom Come. During that period while I was producing “My Fair Lady” and thinking about my brother all the time, Joan sent William Jr., Colin, Thomas, Matthew and me an e-mail in which she told us why Sean really stopped serving as an altar boy years before. 



Father Reynolds and the other priests at St. Sebastian’s, though mainly father Reynolds while William Jr. though Matthew were altar boy ages, scheduled us to serve masses alone. Always. This wasn’t so much to avoid us chatting with each other on the altar, because Sean alone was guilty of that, the rest of us being more concerned with staying awake. It was because he knew that the Gallaghers would always show up to the masses they were assigned. Our parents, particularly our mother, saw to that. There was a year when William Jr., Colin and Sean were all between fourth and eight grades. William Jr. 

would be assigned Saturday five p.m. mass, Colin Sunday eight a.m. and Sean Sunday noon. That way, if the boys who were also assigned those masses didn’t show up, and often they didn’t, there would be at least one altar boy at each. 
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Joan told us when Sean was in sixth grade, the year he stopped serving masses, he was assigned a five p.m. Sunday mass…a last call for parishioners who missed every other one on a particular weekend. It was in February, Joan recalled, and a month Reynolds went on some kind of retreat and a visiting priest, Father Griffin, covered his masses so Father DiSanto, a grumpy old turd whose homilies, at least those to which I listened, were always downers, didn’t have to do all five St. Sebastian masses every weekend. 



Father Griffin. 



Father Patrick R. Griffin, I later discovered when I did some independent research about him. 



I didn’t remember Father Griffin because I was in first grade when Sean was in sixth and the priest was only in Rowaneck for four weeks. Joan told us Sean was assigned to the last mass of Griffin’s last weekend, and so was he. No Minister of the Eucharist showed up for that mass, as, but for my mother and maybe a handful of others, they were as unreliable as the altar boys. That left Father Griffin and my brother on the altar alone for the late afternoon service. 



Everything went fine as, without anyone to chat with, Sean quietly went about his duties before, during and after the mass. Just the two of them as there was no organist Sundays at five. There was singing, but no accompaniment. It was really a depressing mass, at least I thought so whenever I was scheduled for it. The weekend was coming to an end. 

School was the following day. Few people came and those that were there had no enthusiasm. Just a duty they had put off. Yuck, Sunday at five was, like, the least favorite mass ever. 



When it was over, that weekend in February of…1971? Sean tidied up the altar, putting this and that away, before removing his cassock and surplus and walking home. When he entered the little altar boy changing room he found Father Griffin, in his collar, and black slacks, sitting on one of two folding chairs, waiting for him. “Do you need help to take those off?” Joan told us he said, and we all replied-to-all with individual groans. “Relax,” 

she wrote back quickly. “He didn’t do anything to Sean.” 



“No kidding,” William Jr. responded first, speaking for all of us. Joan continued, telling us that Sean advised the priest he was capable of removing the altar boy outfit he wore over his street clothes. 



“Sit down, I want to talk to you.” Sean knew the moment he saw the priest what he wanted to do, and he went along with it, deliberately, to see how far Griffin would go. 

My brother sat down and listened to Griffin’s small talk about having enjoyed being at St. 

Sebastian’s and meeting him, Colin, Thomas and the other boys. “I like you best, though, which is why I’m glad we can enjoy some special time together.” 
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“I’m glad, too,” Sean said, waiting for the priest to take his dick out, so he could twist it off. Griffin bored our brother with a routine Sean figured worked on other boys in other parishes, and maybe some other kid at St. Sebastian’s. 



“I don’t want to keep you,” he said. “I just wanted to have some time together.” Twice Sean almost said: 



“Would you just get to the inappropriate touching, for God’s sake!” Instead he went along, playing dumb to the priest’s coercion, until Griffin finally opened his arms and asked my brother to hug him. 



“Yeah, I don’t think so,” eleven year-old Sean Gallagher said. 



“It’s OK. I’m a priest,” Griffin said. 



“It’s not OK,” said my pre-pubescent brother. “It’s not OK for you to hug or touch me or any other boy.” Griffin went red with embarrassment, then anger. 



“I don’t see why not,” he said, with an edge to his tone. “All the other boys I know have hugged me. Don’t you like me?” 



“Funny you should ask,” Sean said. “No, I don’t.” 



“Sean…” Griffin was stern. 



“How far do you go with the altar boys, Griffin?” refusing to call him “Father.” “Is it just touching over clothing? Jerking off? Or do you need oral? I sure hope there’s no anal, because small as you probably are, you could do some damage a doctor would identify as rape.” Griffin stood up and raised his arm to smack my brother, who lifted his hand to indicate that wouldn’t be happening. “You don’t seem to realize the mistake you made pulling this shit on me, Griffin. I mean, it may work on others, and I pity all of them, but it’s not happening here, with me, today.” Griffin’s anger quickly turned to fear as he realize the mistake he made in targeting a Gallagher. 



“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the priest said. Sean responded by shaking his head. “Touching? Oral sex? What a mind you have, Sean.” 



“I don’t have time for this,” my brother said. “I’ve got dinner waiting for me at home.” 



“Of course,” Griffin said. “You need to go home right away.” A beat. “No time for a goodbye hug.” 



“Right,” Sean said. “A goodbye hug.” The eleven year-old took a few steps to the door that led into the church, and really why am I so impressed by Sean’s taking on the priest when I arranged Boyd Graham’s murder when I was seven??? 
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“Sean,” Griffin said before he left the room, “Please say goodbye to your family for me.” 



“I sure will,” he said. 



“And only tell them goodbye. Do you understand?” 



“I understand perfectly,” my brother said with confidence, even though the man could strangle him and burn his small corpse with very little effort. 



“Don’t even mention the hug,” Griffin said. “If you do I would have to hurt your parents. 

You wouldn’t want that to happen.” Joan said that threat caused our brother to burst into the loudest laughter he was sure Griffin had ever heard. Then he left the room and the church. 



Sean didn’t tell our parents about Griffin’s overtures. Instead he waited for Father Reynolds to return from wherever he was. Not that week but the following week he visited the rectory on his way home from Rowaneck’s elementary school. He told the housekeeper he needed to see Father Reynolds. She found it strange but invited him in and found the priest. “She stood around waiting for Sean to reveal the nature of his visit,” 

Joan said, “He had to tell her his visit was of a private nature.” 



“Love it,” I wrote. 



“Cool,” wrote Matthew. 



“That’s our boy,” wrote Colin. Neither Thomas nor William Jr. commented. Alone with the St. Sebastian’s pastor Sean said: 



“Father Griffin made a pass at me in the changing room after mass the Sunday before last.” Reynolds was surprised, by the information, not the delivery. He knew the Gallaghers as well as anybody and fully expected a son of William and Joan to be that direct. 



“Please tell me about it,” he said, and Sean did. “Have you told your parents?” he asked. 



“No,” said Sean. 



“We’re going to have to.” Reynolds picked up the rotary dial phone in his office but before he could dial, Sean hung pressed down that little piece on the cradle, the name of which I can’t remember because it’s been decades since I’ve used one of them. “Sean, your parents are not going to be angry with you.” 



“Oh, I know,” my brother said. “I just don’t want them knowing something like that would happen. Here or anywhere.” This surprised Reynolds. “My parents really believe this stuff. It’s really important to them. I don’t want to spoil it for them.” 
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“Holy fuck,” wrote William Jr., speaking for all of us. 



Far from taking offense at Sean’s flat dismissal of Catholicism, Reynolds found it very brave, and thoughtful. He said, “I appreciate your being concerned about them.” It was the best the pastor could do, and it was perfect, really. “They need to know. And so does Chief Minnetti.” Sean had no problem getting Minnetti involved. Indeed, had Reynolds reacted to his accusation with denial or disbelief, my brother intended to walk the three blocks to Rowaneck Village Hall to speak to him directly. 



Reynolds called my mother first. She drove right to the rectory. Sean said when she saw him she swept him into her arms and gave him the hug of his life. “I’m so sorry, Sean. 

I’m so sorry. Are you all right? Did he hurt you?” 



“Mother, please,” he said, extricating himself. “Of course he didn’t. He’s probably doing it to someone else, though. It’s why I’m here.” My mother sobbed a bit, but pulled herself together by the time Minnetti got there to take a report. Sean repeated, in detail, the conversation he and the visiting priest had ten days before, including his inquiry about whether Griffin intended just to touch him or would there be oral. My mother cried upon hearing this. Reynolds was grave but Minnetti was worried. The chief said: 



“So you brought it up. The touching and the fondling and…” 



“The masturbation and oral sex,” Sean said, frankly. Mother sucked it up again and asked what about it. Minnetti began to say: 



“Griffin could argue that…” but Sean interrupted him. 



“Chief, this whole thing is going to be he-said, she-said since there’s no physical evidence and no witnesses. I suggest you find out what boys served his other masses and interview each of them. Then make inquiries at the other parishes he’s visited.” Minnetti looked from Sean to Reynolds, who said: 



“Give me ten minutes.” No cover up at St. Sebastian’s. Not with Father Reynolds, though no other priest, even Cardinal Law himself, would have dismissed Sean and Joan Hanson Gallagher, together or separately. 



Minnetti asked my brother a few more questions, wrote up a witness statement and had my mother sign it. Then everyone stood up and Reynolds looked at my mother. “Joan, we’ll stop him,” he said, less to assure her and more, Sean thought and the rest of did, too, to urge her not to go after Father Griffin herself. 



“I know you will, Father,” she said, and then looked at Minnetti, “Chief.” 



“Mrs. Gallagher…Sean,” the policeman said, and then men walked my brother and mother to the door. 
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That evening when my father got home from work, my mother took him and Sean into the den, the only first floor room with a door, except for the powder room of course, and the swinging door between the kitchen and dining room. Mother shut the door and she and Sean told our father what had occurred. I don’t remember that night, though I do recall someone telling me that Sean no longer had to serve mass because a priest got pissed off at him for all the chatting he did on the altar. In reality, my brother had manipulated the pass Father Griffin made into his being excused from having to serve any more masses. My siblings and I agreed it was the least of the concessions he could have won. 



My parents didn’t sue the parish or the diocese or Father Griffin. They did follow up, however, and learned that Griffin had complaints in the past but he denied them and there was nothing anyone could do. That threw me into a rage and likely did my parents. Chief Minnetti assured my mother and father that Griffin had been relieved of his duties with the Roman Catholic Church and that he was living and working in Syracuse, New York. 

Teaching at the university. “I’ve been in touch with local police,” the chief advised my parents. “They’ll keep an eye on him.” It was the best he could do. 



Whether Griffin was ever busted for pedophilia I don’t know. It wasn’t investigated and prosecuted as much then as it is now. That he was no longer a priest was the extent of the justice, and considering how many other priests were enabled at the time and over the years, it was pretty huge. 



Brennan and Hurley had listened without asking questions. There was no need as I covered everything thoroughly. They also weren’t supposed to make friends with me, a prisoner, though they kind of did. Them and two or three others I genuinely liked. 

Brennan took a chance and asked, “Mr. Gallagher, why don’t you get an attorney? Why doesn’t your family get you one?” I said: 



“I have an idea I won’t be here long, fellas.” Neither responded and I suggested it was time for them to return me to my pseudo cell. 



I had an idea what my family’s strategy would be. I was depressed, though, as Sean wasn’t there to arrange it or participate in its implementation. He would have been there when Evie Porwick, her producer, her reality show production crew, and an army of reporters showed up at the federal building. Indeed, she would have entered on Sean’s arm. “I need to speak to the agent in charge,” Evie said to the woman at the front desk, loud enough for every microphone in a half-mile radius to record. When every agent whom I have so far mentioned who wasn’t enjoying a day off showed up to see what the reality star and key witness in the Ellie Becket kidnapping had to say, Evie addressed not them, but every camera in the front office. She said, “You didn’t tell me Christian Gallagher is only 5’ 8”, and his lover is even shorter.” A rehearsed beat. “The men who tied me up and kidnapped Ellie Becket were well over six feet. Both of them.” And the room went nuts, and the agents went nuts, and, outside the building, Joan, William Jr., Colin, Thomas and Matthew waited for me to be released. When I did I said: 145 

“There’s someone missing,” Joan cried and hugged me. Everyone else was silent. “I suppose this means I don’t have to be Charlie anymore.” 



“Todd Becket’s still free,” William Jr. said. 



“He’s gonna be pissed that Evie lied for you,” said Matthew. 



“Can we find him and kill him?” Colin asked. 



“Can your friend Samia?” suggested Thomas. 



“If someone could just locate him,” Joan said, “we could pull a ‘Murder on the Orient Express’ on him,” as we did on Billy’s father. I was confident Samia, Jacob and Joshua could find and murder Todd Becket, whose assassins failed to kill me twice, and then killed that guy in Wayward. Now that the FBI was over Linden and me, he was the only remaining threat, easily disposed of. 



“I’m ready to go home,” I said. 



“Where?” Thomas asked. 



“Wherever Linden and Wyn are,” I said. 



My parents’six remaining children flew, together, from Portland to Daytona Beach. 

Sean’s absence would always be felt, even more than Deirdre’s. I had gotten used to her being dead. I didn’t think I would ever get used to Sean. 



We took a limousine from Daytona International to Wysteria, a place Joan, especially, was glad to visit. Indeed, as we approached she literally began bouncing up and down on the seat cushion, like a kid approaching an amusement park. I asked the driver to pull up in front of the hotel to let her off, which he did. 



“You explore,” I said and then pointed down the street to the house Linden and I were renting. “When you’re done, we’ll be there.” Joan nodded and then booked up the hotel’s front path. I looked past her to find Brandon, having expected us, holding the door for her. He waved at me and shouted: 



“Hi CHRISTIAN!” It made me laugh. The spell was gone, though not, he told me, until then. He tried to break it down long distance but didn’t have the ability. It’s what kept the agents in Portland so perplexed and rotating interrogators. Those who were told it was me by those who had seen me at the Rowaneck wedding, or in person elsewhere, couldn’t recognize me in spite of fingerprint and other evidence. I still laugh when I think of some of them holding up a photo of me downloaded from a “Winter Key” fan page or other site and unable to identify the person sitting across from them as Christian Gallagher. 
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Matthew paid the limousine driver and then he, William Jr., Colin, Thomas and I faced our Wysteria house. “This is adorable,” said Thomas. 



“Bentley has the upstairs room,” I said as Linden came out the front door holding Wyn, who shook with excitement when he saw me. 



“Samia, Samia, Samia!!!” he cried, apparently thinking that word meant Hooray or something like that instead of, you know, Samia’s name. I couldn’t wait to tell her. I booked up the short front path and few porch stairs and embraced them both. We hugged hard and long and only let go so Wyn could meet his uncles: 



“William Jr.” 



“Samia, Samia!” 



“Matthew.” 



“Samia!” 



“Colin.” 



“Samiaaaaaa!” 



“Thomas.” 



“Thomas!” Something about my brother’s name appealed to Wyn, who could also say 

“Daddy,” and “Bentley,” though he pronounced it “Bentwey.” I discovered this when Bentley appeared, greeted my brothers and then suggested a picture. 



When we were done the bunch of us went to the hotel for a late afternoon lunch. I introduced them to Brandon and asked where Joan was. “In the attic with a flashlight,” he said. “Exploring.” We all waited for Sean to make a remark that never came. Colin rallied and said: 



“She’s a piece of work, huh?” 



“And powerful,” he said to all of us. “More than she’s realized.” 



“Oh God,” William Jr. said. “Please don’t tell her that.” 



We went into the café and put a couple of tables together. Angela looked at my brothers, then Bentley, Linden and Wyn, and then me. She studied me for a moment and then said, 

“Charlie…” as if she had caught me doing something naughty. Then she laughed super loud, blushed and looked both ways to see if anyone had heard. Lots of people had but it didn’t bother her or discourage her from laughing a second time and throwing her arms around me. She released me to say, “Wait ‘til I tell Seth we’ve made friends with a 147 

fugitive television star.” She laughed a third time and then I introduced her to Linden and my brothers. 



Over the next three days my siblings’ spouses joined us in Wysteria. Winston flew in from a job in Christchurch, Susan drove up from Boca, Deborah and Rosalie flew down from New Jersey with Colin’s daughters and Matthew’s sons and Chip flew down from Boston. 



Winston was as excited as Joan to be in Wysteria, but for the furniture in the hotel and, he learned, in private homes in the neighborhood and greater Talbot. Seth Hickey hooked him up with jobs that would keep him in Florida for the next few months, and that was fine with Joan, whom Brandon put in the same rooms Linden, Wyn and I had occupied. 



Bentley and I visited Elinor for lunch. We entered her office to gasps from Jocelyn and the admin staff, all of whom were fans of “Winter Key.” They carried on about the show and me and how could they not have recognized me and blah, blah, blah. Elinor came out of her office and watched her colleagues give me hugs and request autographs and pummel me with questions. As I signed my name to each of them I glanced up at the principal. I kind of shrugged an apology and she nodded forgiveness. Then she took my and Bentley’s arms and we led her outside to a Lincoln he had rented while I was away. 

We found a café in Talbot and ordered. Then I asked our friend how the show went, even though my son had already told me both weekend’s performances had been sold out and the performances were extremely well received. Elinor said to Bentley: 



“Edward Johnson needs his own TV show,” and he agreed. She said all the singing and dancing was great fun, but that the best part, for her, was Monica Moore’s “Show Me,” a song I thought of eliminating as it seemed to me, even in sixth grade, as so much filler. 

“The conductor recommended we slow it down. Make it a torch song.” 



“Oooooo,” I said. 



“It was a whole new piece,” she said. “Very sexy. Like ‘Fever,’ or Bette Midler’s ‘Do You Wanna Dance.’” Sean… 



I looked at Bentley, who nodded and said, “It’s Samia’s and my song,” a remark that filled me with so much happiness I thought I would burst. 



“I can’t wait to see the videotape,” I said, because I know someone had recorded it and I was waiting until others had arrived and Joan and Winston had settled down before watching it with everyone. 



“You won’t have to,” Elinor said, winking at Bentley. 



“What?” I asked. Elinor and Bentley shared another look and he nodded. She smiled and said: 
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“We’re doing another show this weekend. For you.” I laughed and hollered and nearly said “Samia!” Instead I reached over the table and hugged Elinor. 



“Thank you,” I said. Elinor hugged me back and then I sat back down. She said: 



“I heard about your brother, and I am so sorry.” I nodded a thank you. “I know you took on this show as a project, to keep you busy and distract you from his illness.” It was obvious. “I want you to know how much it meant to the school and the community.” She wasn’t talking about Talbot. She meant Evergreen students and their families, in the poorer, black area. “We raised enough to get work started on restoring the school’s theater.” 



“How wonderful!” I nearly shouted. I wanted to look at Bentley and ask him how much of what they raised came from Bentley Howard Productions. He told me later he only covered the dancers, choreography and new song arrangements. “Costumes?” I asked, and then remembered Linden gave Hazel or someone a credit card to make the fabric purchases, and then assumed the cost themselves, bless their hearts. The musicians and conductor were friends and colleagues of Elinor from other schools in the area. All volunteers. Elinor continued: 



“I’ve been approached by…so many other students who want to so a show in the fall. 

Students who can dance and sing and who want to act. I had no idea there were so many. 

So much talent and interest. Parents want to get involved, too. Costumes, catering, fundraising for the theater and other needs…” Elinor had to stop there because she got choked up. She whispered, to both of us, “Thank you.” Then our food was served and we ate and they gave me details about Edward Johnson’s greatest lines as Colonel Pickering, the narrator, and the finale. 



“The audience demanded an encore,” Bentley said. “Each night.” Elinor nodded but had food in her mouth so he continued, “We did ‘Get Me to the Church on Time’ with everyone. Johnson joined the dancers, having figured out their dance, mostly.” Elinor began laughing as she pictured it. “He’s extremely overweight but that boy can move.” 

She laughed harder and clapped. 



“I can’t wait to see it,” I said, bouncing in my chair and clapping like Abigail Adams. 



My brothers and sisters-in-law went to Orlando theme parks on Wednesday and Thursday, I think, and Friday hit New Smyrna Beach. Saturday night we all got dressed up, in either clothing we had or clothing we bought. I still had the suit William Jr. had given me for my arraignment for operating a brothel more than a decade earlier, and so wore that to the extra and final production of “A My Fair Lady Revue.” 



The night of the show the Gallagher posse showed up early enough so I could visit with the cast before it began. I told them how great I heard the show was and how grateful I was they were doing it one more time. They expressed their gratitude for the opportunity and talked about plans to do a musical the following year. As I was talking to the students 149 

a female voice behind me said, “You couldn’t have worn the opera dress I made you?” I turned around to see Jessica and Peter Polaski, who flew in from China for the show, and Freebird and Sylvia St. Germaine, who was very, very pregnant. I hugged the four of them at once, and then hugged each of them individually, and then hugged the four of them at once again. We had no time to speak before Angela flicked the lights and everyone who could find a seat took one while the others stood behind the banquet tables holding drinks. 



As Evergreen High School’s principal, Elinor Bowman introduced the show. She thanked everyone for coming and being so generous with the theater fund and thanked Bentley Howard and Christian Gallagher, instead of Charlie Cash, to whom she had given thanks before the four prior performances. My son and I got a round of applause and then Elinor invited me onto the shallow stage behind the small orchestra to say a few words. And I did. 



I began by thanking Elinor and the Wysteria Hotel owners. The orchestra. The dancers, all of whom returned even though it required some of them to cancel other gigs—I don’t think they would have done so had I not turned out to be a notorious felon. I thanked the ladies who sewed the costumes designed by “Jessica Polaski,” who stood up and received all kinds of applause because her work was extraordinary. “Modernizing turn-of-the-19th century clothing…it all worked. Everything this woman does is fantastic,” and no one disagreed. In closing I said, “I want also to thank my late brother Sean Gallagher, who is conspicuously missing from tonight’s show and whose absence I will always feel. I didn’t realize it at the time, but my son Bentley and I assumed this project after I learned my brother, who told me he had stomach cancer last fall and had only a few months to live. I needed a distraction and producing a show, as he and his family had done for decades at the Portland Rose Theater Company, seemed like a good and appropriate thing to do. I did get discouraged, a couple of times, when it occurred to me it might not be the best choice for the students at Evergreen High School.” There was laughter and some applause. “There was the whole racial element to the show, ‘My Fair Lady’ being about white people. Only a dozen students were interested, all of them, by the way, extremely talented.” Big applause and some hoots. “But the show is supposed to be huge and epic with gigantic, complicated scenery and this ballroom, as lovely as it is, couldn’t accommodate it. My husband, Linden Midwinter, whom some of you knew as Chuck Murray,” brief laughter, “told me to ask my brother for advice. Sean was the one who recommended a musical revue cocktail fundraiser, and what a great suggestion it was.” 

More applause. “It’s to him I dedicate my efforts. Please think of him tonight. He was such a fantastic, bold, funny and positive person. A bundle of fun and always so mischievous. How lucky my siblings and I are to have had him in our lives. He touches everything we do and always will. Thank you, everyone, and thank you Sean. You inspire me and always will.” Laughter and applause and tears and hugs and blah, blah, blah. 



Elinor joined me back on the stage for a final hug and to say a final word. I didn’t hear her because I noticed, entering the ballroom pushing Isobel Lamb in a wheelchair, my darling Elio, the horny ball-of-fire from Superior Bodies. As Elinor finished and the 150 

lights went down he shouted, “Querdido!” and I ran around the orchestra and between tables to him. I threw my arms around him and hugged him hard. 



“I’ve missed you, so much.” 



“I’ve missed you, too, Christian. Querido. Don’t ever leave again.” 



“I won’t,” I said. “I won’t.” 
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