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PROLOGUE
There are 1,225 inmates in the overcrowded maximum security wing of the cold, gray Souza-Baranowski Correctional Center, representing 1,225 tales of terror, woe, heartbreak and dread; tales of wrongful arrest, mistaken identity, legal incompetence, misunderstanding, and morality tales of misdirected revenge.
There are also 1,225 tear-jerking sagas from the 1,225 mothers of those inmates who swear their boys were all good boys, altar boys, friendly, smart and full of life –- all with loving friends and caring families. And each with a set of clueless neighbors who make tired statements to reporters like, “he seemed like such a nice boy” or “I never thought he would have done such a thing –- there must be some mistake.”
This is the story of the 1,225th inmate -- a likable and friendly fellow named Riley Lynch who drove his sedan over the head of a notorious underworld kingpin squishing it like a vandalized Halloween pumpkin, killing him stone dead, and who then felt mighty good about it.
CHAPTER ONE
Riley Lynch awoke to the shuffling of a little girl's sensible patent leather shoes along the gritty sidewalk outside his second floor apartment window. At first annoyed by the interruption of the first good sleep he had enjoyed in a year, he smiled and a warm wave of contentment enveloped him. Other children were gathering outside his window, too, tittering and chattering, no doubt waiting for the arrival of the morning school bus.
Riley's roommate, Mikeé, was not as sentimental. Also rustled by the noise, he groaned, rolled over, and muttered unintelligible obscenities to himself.
Riley had just enjoyed his first night outside of Massachusetts's maximum security Souza-Baranowski Correctional Center, or SBCC. His unexpected release caught everyone by surprise -- he had been sentenced to 35 years to life for the murder of a business associate and didn't even have a parole hearing listed on the prison docket. He was hustled to the prison administrative offices late in the afternoon, told to sign some papers, and was whisked out the prison's rear gate in a private car before he had a chance to absorb what was happening. It wasn't until last evening when he checked into the room with Mikeé at St. Peter's Center (sort of a halfway house to house recent parolees waiting for a permanent residence) that the veracity of his unexpected freedom began to sink in.
The colder than normal November air gushed into the room when he opened the dirty window to watch the kids at the bus stop. The air, rich with car exhaust and a bitter urban dust, filled his mouth and lungs with purpose, and he welcomed the frosty twinge deep in his chest. There were a few surprise snow flurries in the air as one of those cruel Alberta clipper cold fronts was pushing through New England, reminding everyone of the harsh winter that was assembling its legions just over the western horizon. The kids didn't seem to be bothered by the cold air or biting wind one bit, and wrestled through it like a litter of cavorting puppies. All their moms huddled together clutching Styrofoam coffee cups, each one wrapped and bundled with more vigor than the next, and had they brought along their Sherpa guides, they would have been prepared to survive any Himalayan expedition. They hopped up and down together like players in a choreographed amateur community ballet. To the moms' relief and gratitude no doubt, a yellow bus appeared and approached them from the corner.
"What the hell are you doin'? Close the damn window! I am freezing to death over here," Mikeé exclaimed.
"Oh stop your whining, this is a glorious day. A great day to be alive."
Mikeé Evans was a beast of a man, over six and a half feet tall and appeared to many to also be six and a half feet wide. He made the cheap cot he spent the night sleeping on look like it belonged stashed away in a little girl's doll house. The sight of the top of his big, bald, black head protruding from beneath the epic mound of his snow white blanket created a frightening sight, as if a coroner had thrown a body blanket over a dead giant. A stranger might find it hard to believe there was just one person inside the mound. Riley and Mikeé had become good friends as part of the morning kitchen crew in the prison cafeteria. They were both clever enough to figure out on their own that volunteering for the unpopular, pre-sunrise work shift in the kitchen meant they had access to the prison's food supply when it was still fresh off the supply trucks, offering a chance to enjoy the not so spoiled parts, and before the first shift guards took all the blueberry muffins. It was by sheer coincidence that they were paroled and assigned to St. Peter's at the same time.
"Come on and get up, Mikeé... I smell breakfast and we're not cooking."
"Oh that does smell somethin' sweet now, don't it?"
Never known to be late for any meal, Mikeé glided downstairs first, and joined a rag tag collection of a dozen other recent parolees for breakfast in a community room that served as the St. Peter' Center's place to watch TV, play cards and enjoy a meal. A large, new, widescreen HD-TV sat in the corner and babbled on about traffic, stocks and the unseasonably cold weather. Mrs. Cavanaugh was St. Peter's house mother and program supervisor, a spry elderly woman in her mid seventies so full of energy she outpaced women half her age. Her "boys" (as she preferred to call them) huddled around a breakfast table too small for half of them, and the sight of the arrival of Mikeé and his girth caused a collective groan. Mikeé took his seat between two of them, and with one purposeful deep breath, spread his elbows, and moved all twelve men at the same time. Mikeé's sheer size, giant white teeth, bulging white eyes, and ear to ear grin, were the only things preventing a fresh, new murder.
Mikeé enjoyed an evil chuckle, "Heh... heh... heh."
"Oh, my," Mrs. Cavanaugh said, "what a big boy you are!" And from behind, Mrs. C put her head on Mikeé's shoulder and gave him a wide, creepy bear hug. Her pale, wrinkled arms didn't reach all the way around him. Mikeé's back stiffened and he scrunched-up his face. He endured an eerie feeling of discomfort as her hands slid down his thick arms and massaged his biceps. The tone of his chuckle had changed.
"Heh... heh... heh?"
One of the men noticed Riley on the stairs, and all waxed silent as Riley descended. A few of the men stood up.
"Good morning, Mr. Lynch."
"How are you, Mr. Lynch?"
"Here, take my seat, Mr. Lynch.
"A pleasure to see you, sir."
Riley was used to the attention. Before he could complete the act of sitting he was handed a plate overflowing with eggs and hash browns from one direction and an extra large mug of hot, steaming coffee from another. Mrs. C offered him a nervous yet reassuring pat on the shoulder.
"You just let me know what you need, my boy. I'll take care of everything."
"Thank you, ma'am."
All eyes were on Riley as he savored his first home-cooked bite of non-prison food in months. Mrs. C was an exceptional cook, and the rich flavor of the buttery hash browns and fluffy yellow eggs distracted him. The cons continued their polite and silent vigil until Riley opened his eyes and looked up from his plate. He glanced with precision to the right, then glanced with precision to the left, and then with the flair of a 17th century monarch, he instructed the table with a brief expressionless nod that he was satisfied with the offering and it was now acceptable to continue the meal. And as if someone had fired a starter's pistol, the men sprinted into their breakfast.
No sooner had the normalcy of chaos been restored, then the room once again fell into an uneasy silence.
...and now breaking news from Boston's Channel 9 News Center. I'm Marcia Small. Channel 9 has learned that mob boss and convicted murderer Riley Angus Lynch has been released from the Souza-Baranowski Correctional Center. Lynch was convicted in the grisly killing of well-known mob associate and Los Angeles restaurateur Giovanni "The Chef" Marcellino. The Attorney General's office will be holding a press conference later this afternoon. We will be bringing you that press conference live. Stay tuned to News Center 9 for continuing updates as we...
"Your middle name is Angus?" Mikeé inquired. "Heh... heh... heh." Riley smiled and said nothing. No one else dared laugh.
Mikeé was not as intimidated by Riley's presence as the other parolees. Although they had met and become friends in the prison kitchen, Mikeé knew all about Riley through his own connections in the New England and New York criminal underworld. Mikeé had served just two years of a seven year sentence for racketeering after being caught running a very lucrative gambling enterprise on behalf of a New York strip club owner. (Mikeé insisted he was framed.) He knew Riley's name from the scuttlebutt on the street but didn't meet him until they were both assigned to slice bread one morning at SBCC. Mikeé was never one for watching much television or reading newspapers, so he had missed most of the sensationalized trial that made Riley Lynch a local, and notorious, celebrity. And although friends, both men were intelligent enough not to trust the other.
Following the news report, Mrs. C wasted no time leaving the room, zipping about the three story house closing windows and securing the door latches. She knew what would happen next. It wouldn't take long for the reporters to figure out where Riley was staying, and she assumed that at least one of the fine, upstanding young men at her breakfast table would no doubt already be dialing their cell phone.
"What do you think, Mr. Lynch? What are they going to say?" One of the men inquired.
"Don't know... don't care," he responded, with a terse and unemotional demeanor. "The AG never did get much right anyway. It's just more grandstanding. He's going to explain how it's possible that a convicted murderer gets released and it's not his fault."
"So whose fault is it?"
"It's not anybody's fault. But that is one hell of a good question."
Riley's brief early morning moment of contentment was gone, replaced by the sudden anxiety of notoriety. He never wanted to be famous, never mind infamous. He had started to accept the permanence of his life behind bars and didn't expect to ever see true freedom again. Hope, in all forms, had been abandoned. And these mood swings were now exhausting him.
"Oh dear, oh dear!" Mrs. C whispered peering into the street from the front door, wringing her cupped hands high on her chest. Three black Lincoln Town Cars had appeared along the curb at the front of the Center. Two large men with the letters FBI emblazoned on their sweatshirts hustled toward the building and glided through the Center's doorway, dusting by Mrs. C as if she was cloaked in invisibility.
"Mr. Lynch, come with us." One of the agents demanded.
"Am I being arrested? I'm not going anywhere without my lawyer."
"I am Agent Manning, This is agent Wills. You are not under arrest, but it would be in your best interest to come with us now. Mr. Ward will be waiting for you when we arrive."
From the moment he was notified of his impending release, Riley had been trying to reach his defense attorney, Malcolm Ward, but could only get through to his answering service. Riley surmised Ward was off on some Jamaican holiday with a sassy new office paralegal -- again -- and wouldn't be heard from for a long while. Ward had represented Riley in the murder trial, and although he lost the case -- with intense public scrutiny -- his willingness to be perceived as a brash mob lawyer, along with his flowing white hair and a dark, mysterious avant-garde look, guaranteed his future professional, and financial success.
"You've heard from Malcolm? Where are you taking me?"
"That's classified, sir. We'll tell you when we get there."
The rhythmic purr of a news helicopter could be heard near the Center, it was getting louder, and was the only encouragement Riley required to go along with the agents. Outside, a gathering storm of vehicles in all shapes and sizes were assembling along the boulevard including a limousine, several police cruisers and then a second deafening helicopter. A news truck with a satellite dish mounted on the roof, so large it wanted to capsize, drove up onto the sidewalk, scattering bewildered pedestrians and the leftover bus stop moms. With one hand, Agent Wills grabbed Riley by the back of his pants and tossed him into the back seat of the Town Car like a sack of dirty laundry. Through the frenzy of blowing snow flurries, lying on the back seat, Riley could see what looked like a police sniper stationed on top of the factory across the block.
"Like vultures circling over a fresh kill," Mikeé muttered as chattering reporters with microphones popped up like April tulips all along the sidewalk. Mrs. C had bolted the door, but the others struggled to peer through whatever grimy window they could find. One of the men unbuckled his pants, pirouetted, and mooned the TV cameras from the dining room window, and was able to watch his pale, pimpled bottom across the room on the new widescreen TV, in high definition.
"Looks like Mr. Lynch gonna have a busy day. Heh... heh... heh." Mikeé declared.
The three black Town Cars sped away.
CHAPTER TWO
Throughout his life, Riley Lynch was never the type of person who ever chose to make a scene or even wanted to be noticed for that matter, and being physically average in every way, he was content to blend unnoticed into any group. Riley was smart, or scary smart as an elementary teacher once described him in a news interview following his arrest, and what he lacked in social grace he made up for in intelligence and cunning ingenuity.
It wouldn’t be until much later in life that he appreciated how badly people would always need him.
Way back in eighth grade at South Boston Middle School, he developed a mad but secret crush on a pretty classmate named Tammy Meeks. She was shy, petite, well-dressed, soft and quiet, and on the rare occasion when she would look his direction, her big brown eyes would drown him, and he would look away as if he had glanced into the piercing rays of the sun. Riley was careful to never sit in front of her in class, and though it was rare for her to utter a word to anyone, he didn't mind and took innocent pleasure in the simple rhythm of her breathing as it soothed and warmed him. When a teacher would call on her to answer a question, she would blush on cue -- and he would blush right along with her bearing witness to both their acute social anxieties -- and would cheer and celebrate in silence when she answered the question right. Once she missed school for an entire week, and Riley's overactive imagination concocted an array of off-beat fantasies explaining her absence. Maybe she had been kidnapped, or perhaps was lying in a ditch somewhere bleeding to death. (It turned out that she had gone on a surprise Vermont ski vacation with her family). If the teacher assigned Tammy a male partner for some sort of class project, the rush of jealousy would cause his teeth to clench and his fists to stiffen. And on those days when the teacher droned on, and the weather was warm, and an enticing spring breeze whirled through the classroom, he would stare from behind at the gentle curve of her cheek and imagine the two of them walking together on the spongy carpet of needles in the old pine forest behind the city park. Here, he would share his innermost thoughts, and she would always be smiling and laughing. And in his daydream, he wouldn't dare look away but would instead stare with power and confidence into her cavernous brown eyes. She would always smile, close her eyes and lay her sweet head upon his chest.
Though he wasn't sure if she knew his name.
It was unimaginable to Riley that anyone could find any flaw with Tammy whatsoever -- in his mind, she was perfect in every way. But Tammy's innocent childhood had been pillaged by the evil Yvonne Tannen -- a bully of epic proportions even by eighth grade middle school standards. Yvonne was tall, blonde, and wore a faded army jacket that up close smelled of mildew, cigarettes, sloth and decay, and who sported big, bony shoulders wider than those of most boys her age. The sane, observant children knew to stay out of her way, but it didn't stop her from preying upon the weak and defenseless just the same. And that year in eighth grade, poor sweet Tammy, as innocent as a grazing gazelle on the savannah, became tasty fresh meat for the school's most dominant and hungry lioness.
It all began with juvenile nasty name calling, such as: "Hey, loser..." "Hey, pig..." "Hey, slut..." and worse, and the negative attention escalated every day. Each time Yvonne, with chest pumped out and shoulders back, would strut past Tammy's desk, Tammy's books would be victimized and fall, and loose papers would flutter down to her feet. Yvonne would grin and circle, but Tammy never looked up, instead, she would blush, the corners of her lips would turn down and with steadfast determination, she would stare at her desk waiting for the torment of the moment to end. All eyes in the room would fix on the two, including Riley's, whose gaze was firm and whose head was bursting with heat and fire. He swore he could feel and see the waves of fear emanate from Tammy's body, and he wanted to absorb them for her like a telepathic sponge. Riley fantasized about making a chivalrous charge and pounding the snot out of Yvonne in front of everyone, slaying the dragon, but Riley had never struck anyone in anger, and wasn't sure how to go about it. And he had to accept that Yvonne was much more powerful than he was, and the mere thought of the humiliation that would ensue from being beaten-up by a girl was more than anything he could endure. So day after day, Tammy would absorb the punishment and pain alone, and Riley, too immature, too much of a coward and too ill-equipped to help would watch within his own self-imposed torture chamber from across the room.
Yet despite his own fear, he felt compelled to do something, there was no one else, so Riley appointed himself Tammy's secret, private sentinel. He stalked Yvonne and studied her tendencies, memorized her class schedule, remembered where she liked to hang out, the amount of time it took to get to her locker, the amount of time she spent in the lavatory, and the length of time it took to eat her lunch. He wrote ample remarks, filled a notebook with observations, and discovered that Yvonne would terrorize Tammy eighty percent of the time during three critical moments of the school day -- at second lunch, then during Mrs. Beckmeir's anarchic honors English class, and finally at dismissal, when the girls walked past the rows of buses on their way home. Riley then went about creating diversions as each of these key moments would come up. As the girls reached the buses on Monday, Riley pushed his buddy Donnie into a bus monitor sending the monitor's hot coffee spewing across both Yvonne and Tammy, resulting in an innocent and befuddled Donnie getting one day's detention. On Tuesday, when Yvonne started to approach Tammy in English class, he persuaded his friend Anthony to belch the first few lines of Hamlet's famous Act 3 soliloquy, which annoyed Mrs. Beckmeir but was guaranteed to keep her attention:
"To be or not to be, that is the question. Whether tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune....blaaaaaatch."
And then on Wednesday, Riley saw Yvonne heading for Tammy at lunch and read on her face an intense and rabid determination. He was in the process of paying for several ice cream sandwiches from Agnes the lunch lady and was going to give them away free to create a scene, guaranteed to attract Yvonne, but Agnes interfered.
"Sorry Mr. Lynch, you are allowed to have just one ice cream sandwich per day." Agnes said.
"But these aren't for me, they're for my friends."
"Then let your friends come up and buy them themselves. The school nutrition policy says you can have one. It's not healthy. You will get fat."
Now short on time, Riley paid for one and headed for the girls, but realized he wouldn't make it. To his right on the wall was the red school fire alarm and before he could think about what he was doing, he pulled it and ran. The deafening alarm screamed through the lunchroom, and everyone jumped up, stuffed a last bite of sandwich in their mouths, and headed for the exit doors as they had been drilled so many time before. For Riley, it was a pure, selfless act of love and bravery well out of his character. Following the fire drill, after the fine men of the Boston Fire Department had declared the building safe and drove away in their bright red trucks, every known troublemaker in the school was called down to Principal Leonard's office one at a time. Mild-mannered Riley was not included on the guest list, and it became evident that no one in the school suspected him. Riley never knew it, but Yvonne had been called to the office first, claimed to be an eyewitness, and fingered Riley as the culprit. Principal Leonard laughed. Riley? Not likely. The principal's inquest was a complete failure. The interrogation netted no suspect. No one was ever accused or punished for pulling the false alarm that day. Tammy was saved from the bully's wrath one more time.
Riley was never late to class, or ever missed a day of school -- except once. His mother had brought him to the dentist that morning, and then hopped the bus to the mall to run a few quick errands where they enjoyed a rare one-on-one lunch together without interference from his six brothers and sisters. Riley's mom, Sarah Lynch, worked two jobs and raised her seven children by herself, her husband Seamus Lynch had disappeared from family life before Riley was born. Riley walked into class feeling pretty special that day, and couldn't wait to tell his friends about his morning and all the wonderful reasons why he was late.
Mrs. Wanda Beckmeir was South Boston Middle School's grouchy old, polyester-clad English teacher. Her classroom was disheveled and always too hot, forever warmed by the collective trapped exhales of hundreds of bored pre-teens, but always accented with a subtle whiff from whatever packaged, high calorie snack food was hidden in the top drawer of her desk that day. Decades old posters covered the walls of her classroom, many torn or falling, and all were yellowed and faded. The room was always loud and discipline non-existent. Students learned it was a lot like recess, except it was right before recess.
When he marched with confidence through the classroom door that day, he stopped cold in paralyzed terror.
The class of twenty or so boys and girls of Mrs. Beckmeir's English class stood in a circle, chanting, "Hit her again harder, hit her again (clap) (clap)... Hit her again harder, hit her again (clap, clap)."
Riley realized he had not been there that morning to protect Tammy.
Tammy lay on her back on the floor with Yvonne sitting on her chest; Yvonne's knees were holding down Tammy's arms and Yvonne was pounding her with a right fist, then a left fist across her bloodied face. Tammy was screaming in horror, and her legs were kicking in all directions sending one of her black patent leather shoes high in the air and toward the door. Riley found he had forgotten how to breathe or speak, and his legs wouldn't move. The beating lasted seconds though for Riley and Tammy, time had stopped dead making it feel like hours. From out of nowhere two teachers charged into the room. Mrs. Beckmeir had felt overwhelmed when the fight started, and darted out to get Mr. Aronson from the math class across the hall to provide reinforcement. Mr. Aronson, who also served as the assistant football coach, utilized the efficiency of his burly frame and grabbed Yvonne by the back of her grubby, stinking army jacket, lifting the big girl up with one hand and dragging her out of the room, arms flailing. Yvonne swore like a midshipman as she passed through the door and disappeared up the hall.
Mrs. Beckmeir cradled Tammy's bludgeoned face in her arms. A gory design of blood, snot, spit and tears painted the front of the teacher's yellow cardigan and overstuffed blue polyester pants, and Tammy gasped for air and wailed. The once unruly flash mob of eighth grade cowards now stood silent. A shrill Mrs. Beckmeir barked at them.
"Everyone, get to your seats! Immediately! Now! Oh my dear Tammy, let's get you down to the nurse and get you cleaned up, honey."
The minute Tammy and Mrs. Beckmeir left, the class burst into loud conversation all at once as everyone started chattering on cue.
"Holy shit, Riley, did you see that? Where the hell were you? You almost missed it, that was un-freakin'-believable." Anthony said as if it was the most exciting moment he had ever witnessed.
"I had a dentist appointment," Riley explained, heart racing, still trying to catch his breath and trying not to cry or vomit. "My mom just dropped me off. Does anyone know how it started?"
"Tammy got destroyed!," Donnie chimed in, "I'm glad Yvonne likes me, she is friggin insane. Tammy is a whack-job anyway, I'm guessing she deserved it. I don't know what she did to Yvonne, but it must have been something good. Tammy just sits there and never says anything to anybody; I wonder what she's hiding? She's just weird."
"Yea, Tammy's weird and gross," Riley said to his own astonishment. He had failed to protect her, his guilt ran deep, and he knew that because of the great impenetrable and immature caste system of middle school society, he could never admit fondness for someone now so ugly, unfeminine and humiliated. Tammy was now beneath him. It was an unwritten rule that to retain one's stature at the top, one must look down upon the dirty, strange outcasts below and work hard to keep them there.
When the bell rang and the classroom emptied, Riley fell back and was the last to leave. He retrieved Tammy's missing shoe placing it on her desk with both hands like the laying of a wreath on a fallen serviceman's open grave.
The very next day, Yvonne was back in class being the same rotten, evil kid she had always been as if the fight never happened, bullying others at random, auditioning new, fresh victims. Outside the classroom window, Riley caught a brief glimpse of the Meeks' family van with Tammy strapped into the front seat, arriving on school grounds. Within the hour, the van was gone. Riley and his friends surmised that there were some intense meetings happening with Principal Leonard and Tammy's mom and dad at that very moment. They were right. Part of Riley never wanted to see her again and hoped she would just disappear, while in his heart, he craved her presence, her essence, her being, and her every breath.
Riley stayed after school that day along with Anthony and Donnie to attend the middle school baseball game against cross town rival Roxbury. The three boys didn't care much for baseball, but it was an excuse to hang out and fool around and avoid homework -- plus Mr. Aronson always gave extra credit to athletic boosters. The fight between Yvonne and Tammy was already fading from the collective memories of most of the class, replaced by new fights and melodrama, and was taking its place among the great stories of middle school lore, but not for Riley. Riley stood at his locker depressed and teeming in anger. He was angry at himself for not being there; he was angry at the evil creature Yvonne for the senseless violence she had unleashed; he was angry at Tammy for not saying anything or fighting back; but most of all, he was angry at Tammy for shattering all the fanciful daydreams and fantasies that gave him hope for true love.
From his locker, he could hear Mr. Aronson and Principal Leonard talking through the thin walls of the English room.
"We need to separate the Tannen girl from the Meeks girl," Principal Leonard began.
"That crazy Tannen kid is NOT coming into my room," Aronson shot back. "I already have my hands full with the other two animals you sent me last month. I don't have to take her. And I'm not taking the Meeks kid either. I am too crowded."
"Look Bob, we can't leave them together. If anything else happens, it's my ass. I spent an hour with the Meeks' lawyer this morning. We have to keep this girl safe."
"Why don't you just tell Wanda to control her own damn class? We have watched Yvonne bully Tammy all month. Wanda is afraid of Yvonne's fucked-up parents; you know that -- so she won't even look at her never mind reprimand her. That's where the real problem is. We have all watched Tammy get abused. It's Wanda's responsibility to do her job, why is it always mine to do it for her?" And Mr. Aronson stormed past Riley and back across the hall.
A cold wave of realization came over Riley.
They knew.
They knew all along. They knew Tammy was being victimized, dissected like a jigsaw puzzle piece by piece, and they watched from their selfish perches as those pieces were shredded and cast into the wind, each along with a little piece of Tammy's soul lost forever. They knew what Yvonne was doing to her every step of the way -- and they didn't care... not one bit. They watched and let it happen. It didn't matter to any of them. The bastards.
By the end of the week, Tammy returned to sit in her usual seat, her face still swollen, her once soft pink cheeks replaced by lifeless gray bruises from Yvonne's vicious assault, on display for all the world to see. Yvonne sat in the back of the room. Riley tried not to look at either of the girls again.
After eighth grade, Riley and his classmates graduated on to South Boston High School, though not Tammy. That summer, the Meeks family moved away. He would never be able to forget her
CHAPTER THREE
The Lynch family existed in an old, cramped, three bedroom apartment on East Broadway, just above Murphy's Used Bookshop, in an Irish Catholic lower middle class neighborhood a few miles south of downtown Boston. One of Riley's favorite pastimes was to browse through the musty boxes of new arrivals in the back of the bookshop before old Mr. Murphy had a chance to sort them out. It was here where he learned all of life's lessons in the absence of his father -- from Asimov, Pohl, Heinlein and Wells, or from Christie, Conan-Doyle, Poe and Wolfe; or from Orwell, Huxley, Verne and Thoreau. And he learned all he needed to know about girls and sex from Anais Nin and D.H. Lawrence, or so he thought. Mr. Murphy let the family borrow as much as they liked for free, and in a family with little discretionary income, it was popular entertainment. Riley's apartment was a favorite hangout for his friends, too, as there was always some activity going on, and if things got boring, the boys would slip down to the bookshop for impromptu browsing, hoping to discover a discarded Playboy or Penthouse magazine buried among the great pyramids of paperbacks, Readers Digest, and National Geographic.
Riley was lucky to be the youngest of seven and to have three older brothers and three older sisters to care for and fuss over him when his mother was at work. His mother Sarah worked two different menial jobs to make ends meet -- one as a part-time secretary to a local real estate developer, and the other as a cashier at the Blue Hills Wal-Mart.
Sarah Lynch was an absolute wonder of a woman, thin, plain and mousy but with a bottomless store of energy -- Riley never remembered her ever being tired. (Many years later at her funeral, Riley commented to his sister Meghan that she looked all wrong, as it was the first time he had seen her lying down.) Sarah could work two jobs, clean house, prepare gourmet meals for eight, pay bills, shuttle the kids to school for activities, and still have time to volunteer at church, read romance novels, crochet, and chat on the phone for what seemed like hours with her nosy sister Eileen. Sarah would be hovering about the apartment whistling show tunes when Riley woke in the morning, and would still be humming when he went to sleep at night. He assumed she never turned cross, and did not sleep.
Riley never met his father Seamus who ran off a few days before he was born. Only his eldest brothers and sisters remembered their father much at all, and those memories were fading. Seamus Lynch was a dark and mysterious man, a licensed plumber by trade, and was a true son of a bitch (as his Aunt Eileen called him) who would turn up every year or so in a conciliatory mood, bearing money and exotic gifts for the kids, and who would stay just long enough to impregnate Sarah then disappear again. Sarah claimed she never knew where he went, though she was able to figure it out sometimes from the papers the sheriffs served or from the questions from the police detectives' periodic visits. No one would have blamed Sarah if she had divorced dashing Seamus the bum years earlier, and many encouraged it, but she found the concept morally offensive and wouldn't hear of it -- she never considered it to be an option. Seamus Lynch had not been heard from in the many years since Riley's birth, and though no one would admit it aloud, they assumed he was no longer alive.
When Riley was 13, his brothers (Sean, Ryan and Liam) were 19, 17 and 14, while his sisters (Erin, Meghan and Siobhan were 21, 15 and 14) respectively -- Siobhan and Liam were twins. Mr. Murphy called the children the "Irish Septuplets" with great affection. And though Erin and Sean were both adults, they still lived at home and tried to contribute to the family well-being as much as they could.
Both Seamus' and Sarah's families traced their roots in the old neighborhood back over 150 years, having arrived with the immigrants from Ireland in the 1820's. They came to the new world to sweat and toil in the old textile mill which still stands refurbished now as an artists' colony a few blocks away. East Broadway was the heart and soul of the Irish community both then and now, populated by row upon row of tightly constructed three-story, flat-topped red brick buildings, most with identical faded green awnings and frilly white curtains. The lower level of most buildings serve as some sort of shop or restaurant, each owned and operated by an Irish merchant whose family's roots in the community were well established. (Except for Theodora's Greek Restaurant on the corner who, as Mr. Murphy used to say was allowed to stay because, "the Irish can't make good pizza... and Mr. Theodora wasn't Italian.") Pride in the neighborhood kept the streets safe and clean, and would only became disorderly on weekend evenings when the pubs would fill with drunken suburbanites creating trouble to excite their dull, meaningless lives.
Many of the pubs had private backrooms where local and trusted men could still hang out, visit and play cribbage, nine card don or penny ante poker. Sarah lived in constant fear of these rooms. During her childhood, the notorious Winter Hill Gang would meet in the Dog Rose Pub below her parents' apartment, and she would talk about how her father would stay awake nights listening for any sign of disagreement, terrified that misdirected bullets would launch up through the floor killing his family in their sleep.
In the Sixties and Seventies, the FBI had pretty much wiped out the murderous old street gangs and chased the organized criminals out of town, ending a dark and brutal era in the neighborhood. But the street legends and lore remained, and the men would still gather in the pubs to share stories of life in the neighborhood when men were men, the world was right, the community was one, and the Southies ruled New England.
And it was the mythology and legend that Sarah feared most -- that Riley, Sean, Ryan or Liam, would become attracted to these patriotic war stories and would join all the other young mob wannabes who were caught up in the romance and intrigue of the past. Even though he was just 19 and not yet of legal drinking age, Riley's oldest brother Sean was already hanging around the dank pub backrooms, drinking with the boys, and not coming home until the wee hours smelling of beer and exhale.
Sarah prayed to God for her children's safety, well-being and mortal soul every day. She and Eileen built a small but elegant altar in a spare closet in the family's already cramped apartment, complete with statues, candles, chalices and ornate holy relics, to save busy Sarah the time of walking all the way down the block to St. Finian's for her daily worship and prayer. It wasn't uncommon for older, pious neighbors to drop in unannounced from time to time, often during spats of bad weather, for an opportunity to pray, and gossip. Sarah would almost always share a Hail Mary with them. The Catholic faith was an essential part of all their lives, it fueled Sarah's every breath, and she would demand respect and allegiance to their faith from each of her children at all times.
Sarah's proudest moment would occur many years later when Ryan was ordained a priest and had she lived to see it; her darkest would have been Riley's arrest and subsequent imprisonment for the mob related murder of Giovanni Marcellino. Ironic it is that both these paths began in St. Finian's CCD classes on Spring Street.
St. Finian's, a glorious, gothic,white marble church was home to the neighborhood Catholic community, served as a place of worship, and was the area's largest soup kitchen, meeting hall and parochial school to the neighborhood. The church was created over 100 years earlier from the sweat and inspiration of the neighborhood's Irish immigrants who constructed pointed spires so tall Riley assumed they reached through the clouds to the heavens themselves; its ceilings high and proud, and its large windows stained and intimidating to the impure soul. It was obvious to all who entered that oh yes, God did in fact live here. And despite Sarah's profound faith, devotion and impeccable service to Father O'Connell and the parish, she just couldn't afford the tuition to send her brood to the church school. So the kids took the yellow public school bus with all the heathens to South Boston Elementary and Middle Schools, and three nights a week, the children would be schooled in their Catholic faith by deacons at the free CCD classes at St. Finian's.
Riley thought of CCD classes as "guilt classes." The boys would be separated from the girls, and then sorted by age. Father O'Connell and the deacons would drill the teens in the immorality of sex, infidelity, masturbation, abortion, contraception and a colorful array of other perversions that Riley hadn't even heard of never mind understood. Deacon Sabol, an old, sweet Lithuanian man who also ran the church soup kitchen, was responsible for Riley's group. Once a month, old man Sabol would invite each of the boys to meet with him in private to counsel them on whatever was on their minds and explore their faith. Each time it was Riley's turn to go, he would become apprehensive and his spine would tingle -- an inexplicable internal radar alert warning him of impending danger. Riley almost always found an excuse to avoid Deacon Sabol, often with Liam's pre-planned interference. (He learned from his brothers to avoid "the funny deacons.") At the end of each class, all the devout, God-fearing young students would rifle through the desks of the day students stealing pens and other items to sell at public school the next day, or to trade with the other CCD students on the walk back home.
"What did you get?"
"Just a few pencils and a notebook."
"I got a pencil sharpener this week, and a sticker book.
"I got a Hershey Bar."
"Whoa.... you made out, man! Trade me! I'll give you the pencils and the baseball cards I got last week for the Hershey Bar."
"Oh, no friggin' way! You'll have to do better than that. It's white chocolate with almonds."
Riley despised CCD classes. At the ripe old age of 13, he was questioning his faith. Why wouldn't God let his devout mother divorce his loser of a father and re-marry a nice man like Mr. Murphy? Why did the kids who steal the most things from the school always get to be the altar boys on Sunday? Why was he afraid of such a nice man like Deacon Sabol? Why would he get punished by God for wanting to hug and kiss Tammy Meeks, but God wouldn't punish the psychotic Yvonne Tannen and make her end her reign of terror? He did not understand, and CCD was not giving him the answers his mother promised it would. Liam said he used his brain too much.
While Riley traded hot Catholic school contraband with his friends, Ryan often stayed back to worship and study with Father O'Connell in the rectory. Ryan was working on a full-boat scholarship to Sacred Heart University, in Fairfield Connecticut to study theology (Father O'Connell was pulling a few strings). No one in either Seamus' or Sarah's prodigious clans had even set foot on a college campus, never mind attending class.
Sarah would never be more proud of her boys.
Riley was never more confused.
Sarah's bubbling pride with her four handsome boys (Riley smart and inquisitive, Ryan pious and driven; Sean responsible and practical; Liam devoted and helpful) didn't match her boundless disappointment with her three distressed girls -- Erin, Meghan and Siobhan.
Erin, who was the eldest at 21, was short, dumpy, drank heavily and pursued her life in a constant foul mood. Sarah believed that had it not been for her daily morning prayer to St. Thomas Aquinas, the patron saint of students, Erin would never have graduated high school. She had many friends but each was a more negative influence than the next, and many an evening's family dinner ended in a shouting match between Sarah and her cranky eldest daughter over Erin's irresponsible use of her burgeoning independence. Erin worked as a waitress across town at the 24-hour Howard Johnson's several nights a week, and though she would make a modest contribution to the household finances, more times than not she would drink away her tip money with her friends at one of the local pubs on her way back to the apartment.
Meghan was 15 and tantalizingly pretty. Her long, luscious red hair, soft smile and deep blue eyes turned many an adolescent head, and she knew how to use all of it. Meghan seemed to have a new boyfriend every other day, whose longevity depended upon their devotion and ability to acquire and shower lavish gifts upon her. And once the hapless new boy's wallet had been drained, a cheerful Meghan would bat her red silky eyelashes and move on.
Siobhan was 14, quiet and withdrawn. She was born 10 minutes after her stronger, bigger twin brother Liam, and being so small and underdeveloped, was given less than a 50 percent chance of survival. It was only through the miracles of science that the doctors at Massachusetts General Hospital on Fruit Street were able to save the poor girl (or, as Sarah would explain, the miracle of prayer) and Siobhan was expected to live a long and normal life. Though older than Riley by a year, Siobhan was small and skinny and assumed by outsiders to be the baby of the family.
Whenever thinking about his crazy brothers and sisters, Riley always recalled one especially unforgettable and infamous Christmas from his childhood.
Each Christmas Eve, as is the long observed Irish tradition, a single red candle would be lit in the front window as a symbol welcoming Joseph and Mary to their home if they might happen by. It was Riley's responsibility, as the family's youngest, to light that candle each year, and even at age 13, it was still an honor. The family gathered round the well-decorated window and Riley lit the candle as his family sang a heartwarming rendition of Silent Night.
Mr. Murphy had kept the bookshop downstairs open late to capture the last few procrastinating Christmas shoppers, then he joined the Lynch family upstairs for dinner. Mark Murphy was a widower, who lived alone in the suburbs, but loved the old neighborhood and loved books. His only child, a grown daughter named Mary, lived and worked as a translator in China for a pharmaceutical company, so he was often alone and adopted by the Lynch clan each holiday, serving as a de facto "dad" to the kids -- a role he, and the kids, accepted with enthusiasm.
The Lynch apartment was filled with the intoxicating aroma of mince meat, cinnamon and spiced beef. Sarah was at her culinary best, and had somehow whipped up an authentic Irish Christmas feast complete with an amazing Christmas dessert pudding, with rum sauce and raisins, that was legendary in the neighborhood, while still clocking extra hours at Wal-Mart and getting all the present-wrapping finished well in advance. And there was another dinner to prepare and serve the next day when Aunt Eileen and her family came to visit in the afternoon.
At around11:30, led by a triumphant Riley, they all started the trek up the hill to St. Finian's for midnight mass. East Broadway was calm and breathtaking, with twinkling lights and garland in the window of every storefront and apartment, and other families were coming out to join the Lynch's on their short pilgrimage. The loudspeakers above the patio of Theodora's Restaurant broadcast Good King Wencelas, and light fluffy snowflakes fell and nestled together on the sidewalk on the crisp, windless night.
"Looks like St. Stephen must be plucking his Christmas goose a little late this year," Mr. Murphy told them gazing up at the moonless, flake-filled sky.
"Mom," Erin began, "do we have to go to mass tomorrow morning since we are going tonight?"
"I don't want to go either," Meghan interrupted, "my new boyfriend Aiden wants me to go to his house in the morning."
"Yes, ladies, you will be attending mass in the morning, too. We haven't missed a Christmas Day mass since your father and I were married."
"Isn't that redundant? To go tonight, and then tomorrow?" Erin asked.
"No, Erin. Mind yourself."
"I am an adult. You can't make me go, you know."
"And I don't have to feed you either," Sarah replied in jest, sensing Erin was trying to pick a fight. Riley sensed a battle brewing, and fell to the rear. Meghan thought it safe not to repeat her request.
"I'm not going in the morning," Erin volleyed, "and there isn't anything you can do about it."
Sean had heard enough. "Erin, zip it. We're going to church in the morning like we always do. Relax."
"Don't tell me what to do. I do not need to relax."
"Come on Erin, not tonight. Don't do this tonight," Ryan chimed in.
"We stick together as a family, "said Sean.
"If we are a family, then where's Dad? I'll bet he's not at Christmas mass tonight or tomorrow," Erin said.
Sarah's heart sunk. It was the only thing her kids could say that could chip the enamel of her spirit. No matter how hard she worked at it, she could not replace Seamus' presence in the family. The older kids still missed him.
"Your father..." Sarah paused, swallowed, paused again, and then resumed. "...is a very special man. We all miss him, I know you all do. I do dearly. But I know that God watches over him wherever he is, and he is with us at church tonight because his presence is strong and in my heart now. He is with me, with us, tonight... on Christmas Eve, right now. I feel him." Mr. Murphy put his arm around Sarah and gave her a reassuring, tender squeeze.
There was silence among the group as the kids recognized the serious and dangerous turn of their mother's voice. "Your father gave me seven of the most precious gifts ever -- each one of you. As God gave his only son Jesus to us, your father gave all of you to me. I am truly.., truly blessed by God."
Tiny, little Siobhan had not said anything all evening -- always the first to enter a room, and the last to leave, and always the last to say anything to anyone. Siobhan's eyes watered, her mouth turned down, and she looked at Sarah, with affection and love.
"Mommy, I am blessed by God, too."
"Yes dear, you are... we all are blessed. Each one of us."
"No Mommy, I'm pregnant."
CHAPTER FOUR
Riley graduated from South Boston High School first in his class, a proud valedictorian, but his fear of crowds was so acute he had considered flunking his senior year history final just so someone else had to deliver the stupid speech. His mother sat in the audience, center of the front row, eyes wide with a smile that appeared permanent across her face. The only thing that would have made Sarah’s moment any more perfect would be if Riley’s four-year old nephew, little Brian Seamus Lynch-Lopez wasn’t climbing her like a garden fence.
Minutes before the ceremony, Riley threw up. His friend Donnie was unlucky enough to be in the bathroom with him to witness the colorful ugliness of the Chinese buffet Riley had rented for lunch.
“I can’t do this, Donnie, I’m going to puke on that stage.”
“Well I’m not doin’ it for you. I graduated third in the class. You get to hear from first, and even second, but nobody gives a shit about third.”
“I’ll give you one million dollars if you switch with me.”
“You don’t have a million dollars.”
“Ok… what do you want? Name your price.”
“You can’t afford me.”
The call went out for the graduates to assemble for their distinguished march to the stage. The lights in the auditorium blinked, announcing that the show was about to begin, and the late arriving audience scrambled like mice to find their seats. Riley’s whole family was there, including Aunt Eileen and even Mr. Murphy who had given him a 1980 Encyclopedia Britannica and a new boxed Oxford English Dictionary, unabridged of course, as a graduation present. Notably absent was Sean.
Riley stared at his shoes from the opening remarks through the National Anthem and right through Father O’Connell’s dull and long-winded invocation. He did all he could to breathe deeply and quiet his nerves, and then following the remarks of an endless line of unimpressive school dignitaries, his name was announced to thunderous applause. Donnie smirked in evil anticipation, having bet Anthony five bucks Riley wouldn't make it through to the end without somehow humiliating himself.
He walked to the podium clutching his speech in one hand and his lower intestine in the other. He cleared his throat and began to deliver the antiseptic, pre-approved speech his English teacher had drafted with him.
Ladies and gentlemen, graduates, distinguished faculty, friends and honored guests.., today marks not the end, but the beginning. The graduates seated here on this stage represent the result of a great journey, a journey that began four years ago full of spirit and wonder and ends today, ready to partake in the next stage of their lives...
Riley was amazed that it was going so well. The audience was silent and hanging on his every word. His endless hours of practice had paid off. He continued.
... and as we look to our futures, bright and wondrous as they may be, we cannot forget those who have helped us and guided us on our journey...
He shot a quick glance at his mother, then across his brothers' and sisters' faces. He thought of all the late night projects and term papers, or of his mother's proof reading, or of borrowing his sisters' old notebooks. He felt their pride warm him, and wondered again why Sean had not made it to the ceremony which was most unlike him -- the family always stuck together.
...and as Mark Twain once said, "Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn't do than by the ones you did do. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover...
He noticed little Brian had escaped his mother's grasp and was now crawling beneath the rows of chairs like an infantryman, startling random attendees which caused them to shriek as he grabbed at their unsuspecting ankles.
...with great hope for our future. Thank You.
The crowd stood and applauded, none louder than his brothers and sisters. Sarah wept with joy. Riley had finished his speech without vomiting or soiling himself, and had it not been for the taught, poorly placed microphone cord he overlooked on his triumphant walk back to his seat, Anthony would have won his bet with Donnie.
"Well that sucks," Anthony said, handing over his financial obligation.
Riley had fallen flat on his face at Father O'Connell's feet, mortar board sliding across the stage like a hockey puck, and was helped right up and given a reassuring hug. The crowd never stopped applauding, and clapped a little harder when Riley reached his feet in full blush.
Outside the auditorium, a spectacular spring day was drawing to a close, and the sweet fragrance of freshly cut grass complimented the warm sunshine and the rows of rhododendron spackled with large pink blooms. Having now graduated seven siblings from South Boston High, Sarah was as much of a celebrity among the teachers and parents as Riley, who stood aside and endured the obligatory hugs from his classmates and teachers but felt uneasy. Sarah held court with all the other veteran moms.
"So where is Sean? It's not like him." Riley asked his mother.
Sarah sighed, "Oh I don't know. He's been acting strange lately, and he's not answering his cell phone. I'll be giving him a good piece of my mind later on."
"Good luck at Columbia, Riley! A petite and pretty blonde graduate shouted from the passing crowd.
"Oooooh, who's she?" inquired Liam, head spinning. "Damn, I thought I knew everybody."
Riley had been accepted at Columbia University, which would be paid in full by an academic scholarship he was awarded from the Sons of Dublin Foundation. He would leave by train in August to live in New York City, which would mark the first time he had ever been away from home for more than a night or two. His much celebrated older brother Ryan had already graduated with a degree in theology from Sacred Heart University, was studying at the Our Lady of Providence Seminary in Rhode Island, and was sprung from the joint for the week to attend Riley's graduation. Ryan offered Riley a wonder of advice about college, dorm life, and living alone, but was met with disinterest. Riley couldn't accept the fact he would be leaving his family and neighborhood behind and refused to accept even the advice of hope and adventure from his own speech. It just didn't seem real.
"I think I want to walk back, it's a beautiful night," Riley announced as the family was loading into their cars.
"That's fine," Sarah replied. "That will give me a head start getting dinner on the table for everyone. I made all your favorites tonight -- lamb stew, potato farls and even a big rhubarb pie. I just have to pop it all in the oven." Riley would have been just as happy with a pepperoni and mushroom pizza from Theodora's, but such a suggestion on one of his mother's big days would have been sacrilegious, and potentially fatal.
"Mind if I walk along with you?" Ryan asked.
"I guess so," he responded with reluctance.
Ryan and Riley started the mile and a half walk through the old neighborhood back to the homestead on East Broadway. There was no doubt it was dinner time in the village. Renegade whiffs of garlic and spices floated through the air, catching their attention and reminding their neglected stomachs it was well past the supper hour. Ryan fancied himself the family historian and along the way, Ryan after being quiet for some time, began a comprehensive historical commentary on the neighborhood, neighbors and sites.
"Gerry Finn lived on that corner," Ryan began. "I graduated with his sister. Gerry was the most violent man I have ever heard of. Nasty. He got involved with the mob and though he was convicted of only one murder, they say he pulled off about a dozen of them. I bet the bodies are buried right between the lilacs and the arborvitae on the front lawn. He was executed in Texas a few years ago. And over there is where the old South Boston Bowlarama used to be. Do you remember it? When I was little, you were just a baby, Mom took me and my friends there for my birthday party. It was the most pathetic excuse for a bowling alley you ever saw -- it had four lanes and none of them were flat, so the soles of your bowling shoes would stick to the floor. Then we went across the street for ice cream at the Dairy Queen, but that's gone now, too. And see that used car lot over there? It used to be a duplex where Montgomery Meeks lived. He was the neighborhood's one honest lawyer. His son Benjamin was in my gym class, I think he had a sister..."
"Tammy?"
"Maybe. It was Tammy or Pammy, or Kimmy or something like that. Very strange but cute little girl, I recall. Anyway, they moved away just before I went off to Sacred Heart then the landlord bulldozed the whole lot. It was a disgusting rundown building, with rats and trash everywhere. You'd think a lawyer could afford a better place than that dump. All I remember about Benjamin Meeks was that he smelled rotten -- his locker stunk up the whole gym. Did you know the girl?"
"Just a little. She was in my class." Riley thought about Tammy all the time. In his mind's eye, she was still thirteen, still smart, still sweet, still pure. Then the realization hit that she was seventeen or eighteen now, graduating somewhere just like him and preparing to go off to college and an exciting new life. He wondered what a seventeen year-old Tammy would look like. He wondered and hoped she was happy.
"Boy, I miss this old neighborhood. Once you leave, you just can't come back. I should tell you something..," and Ryan paused for an uncomfortable moment. "After my ordination, I volunteered to be assigned to a church school in Nicaragua. Father O'Connell knows a bishop down there -- please don't tell Mom yet, I don't want her to freak out. It's a very depressed area, lots of unrest and crime, and quite violent. And there is a real need for good priests to spread the word of God. The whole idea scares the crap out of me. I'll tell you, Riley, I don't see myself back here visiting with the family for a long time."
"Ryan, I don't think I want to go to college. I think I want to stay here."
Ryan was taken back. "Are you crazy? You're the smartest one of the bunch of us. If anyone has a realistic chance of making it outside this neighborhood, it's you. And what do you think you'll do here? Hang around in the bookshop your whole life, or make a career out of waiting tables at Ho Jo's like Erin? "
"I don't know. Maybe Mr. Murphy will give me a job."
"Don't be stupid. That old bookstore is barely staying afloat as it is. The big chain bookstores they opened near the mall are killing it. I don't know why Mr. Murphy thinks he can afford to stay open anyway -- he must be losing a ton of cash on that old dump."
"So you want me to be more like you? You say you miss this place, but then you say you're going to Nicaragua? What the hell, Ryan?"
"I miss my old neighborhood, not this place, not what it has become. All the places I remember when I grew up have either been bulldozed or eroded away. Real estate is way too valuable around here now. They knock down all the old buildings and put up condos for rich people, along with a dozen Starbucks and The Gap. They are starting on South Street and moving their way up the block. They will kick Mom out of our place too you know, one of these days. And Mr. Murphy. It's a just matter of time. Anyway, I wanted to talk to you about Mom. I'm getting worried, did you notice..."
"Hey, what the hell is that!"
The two brothers turned the corner together in lock step pace toward their building, looked ahead, and gasped. Two police cars were parked parallel on the sidewalk in front of the bookshop, their lights flashing in sync. The boys ran toward them, Riley's maroon graduation gown fluttering in his wake behind him. They stormed up through the door and up the staircase to the apartment tripping over each other every rickety wooden step of the way. They tumbled through the door and startled the four police officers holding court around the living room. One panicked and drew his weapon.
"No!" Sarah shouted. The two boys froze.
"What's wrong, is everyone OK?, Ryan asked, heart pounding and still hyperventilating from the rapid climb and sudden excitement.
"Sean?" Are either of you boys Sean Lynch?" The first officer asked.
"No! No!" Sarah exclaimed," flailing her arms. "This is Ryan and Riley!"
"Sit back down, ma'am." Sarah acted as if she did not hear the request. "Do you boys know where we can find Sean?"
"No sir, I don't know," Riley responded, "he was supposed to be at graduation with us this afternoon but he didn't show up."
"OK gentlemen, let's see some I.D."
As they fumbled in their pockets for wallets, Meghan whispered in Riley's ear, "They think Sean robbed some place. They don't know where he is."
Riley looked around the room. One officer was gazing across Sarah's desk heaped with unpaid bills, Ladies Home Journals, and assorted junk mail; another had just emerged from Sarah's closet shrine both surprised and intimidated; and a third was looking over a wall of framed photographs of all the kids at different stages of their childhood -- the Christmas snapshots, the St. Patrick's Day Parade, the birthdays and the graduations. Liam, Erin, Meghan and Siobhan sat silent and respectful on the sofa like overstuffed pillows. Little Brian ran and screamed, oblivious to the drama surrounding them all. Sarah was distressed and pacing, worried about the whereabouts of her oldest son. But still in perfect and unflappable Sarah Lynch form, she removed the rhubarb pie from the oven seconds before the oven timer sounded.
"Oh, poor Sean. This isn't possible. He's a good boy. He doesn't get involved in these things. This is not like him."
"Sorry, ma'am, but he was named by two different witnesses as involved in this incident, and we need to speak with him."
"Where is your husband?" the officer inquired. "Do you live alone?"
No one responded.
According to the officers and subsequent news reports, several homes and new condominiums had been burglarized along South Street, in the most affluent and growing section of town, relieving the upscale squatters of their personal computers, televisions and fancy new home furnishings. The break-ins had become chronic over the past several months and the police and upwardly mobile new residents were growing impatient, pressing the politicians to demand the police take action. An anonymous tip led them to a rundown pawn shop next door to Gulliver's Pub (one of Sean's favorite hangouts) a few blocks from the Lynch's apartment. The police surmised that a young, organized gang of low class hoodlums who had been meeting in the pub's backroom planning the break-ins were responsible for fencing the stolen goods through the unassuming pawnshop -- just like they used to in the old mob days. (At least that's what the richer condominium owners kept insisting.) Earlier that morning, the police raided Gulliver's to round-up the slovenly group and they scattered -- Sean and a few others slipping through a stockroom door into the alley just before being apprehended. Those that were arrested swore their innocence, and wasted no time eschewing their loyalty and giving up the names of their missing mates.
"Ma'am, please call us as soon as you hear from your son, Sean. It is imperative we speak to him immediately."
Moments after the police left and their squad cars disappeared around the end of the block, an uncomfortable spring night finished blanketing the neighborhood. Riley folded up his mortar board and gown, along with his crisp new diploma in its leather holder, and brought them to his bedroom while the rest of the family zipped around the apartment like butterflies, each with a cell phone and slice of rhubarb pie, trying to track down a neighbor, friend or old classmate who might be able to help find where Sean had gone off to. Sarah's eyes were bloodshot and moist and she invested most of her time at her private closet altar in silent prayer. After at least two dozen Hail Marys and almost as many Our Fathers, Sean either aided by magic, or through divine intervention at Sarah's request, appeared standing in the doorway.
"Sean!" Sarah leaped across the living room with arms outstretched, landing on Sean's chest rapt with joy. "Oh my, thank God you are OK! Thank God!"
While Sarah wept and hugged her tall, oldest prodigal son, the family took turns firing random questions at him.
"What happened?"
"Where were you?"
"Where have you been?"
"Where did you go?"
"Do you want some pie?"
"Is everything OK?"
Sarah grabbed his shirt at his chest with both fists, "Now you listen to me, mister, you march down to that police station and tell them what you know. Tell them what happened. Sean, I am scared to death. They think you robbed somebody, or stole something. You have to go straighten this out now."
"It will be alright Mom, really," Sean tried to reassure her. "I didn't do anything wrong -- I swear to God."
"Then go tell them that."
"We will, Mom, we will. I want you to meet somebody."
In her exuberance to welcome Sean back under her wing, Sarah didn't notice a man standing in the hallway just outside the door. He was small, frail and thin and in his thirties but could pass for sixty standing hunched in the shadows. His flowing white hair cascaded across the shoulders of his black leather jacket, and his hands were adorned with several large gold rings. His arms were crossed and he clutched an ornate tan leather briefcase that hung to his knees.
"Mrs. Lynch, my name is Malcolm Ward. I am an attorney and will be representing your son and his friends. It is my distinct pleasure to meet you and your family. However, I am sorry to make your acquaintance under such unfortunate circumstances."
Malcolm was short and odd looking, but smooth spoken and charming, much like a well-dressed elf. The crotch of his oversized trousers hung down to his knees, reminiscent of Charlie Chaplin's mischievous tramp, and the stiff scent of an expensive cologne hung in elegance around him.
"Ma'am, we will be heading down to the precinct in a moment, I assure you."
"Riley, come here kid," Sean began, talking fast, "I am so sorry I missed the graduation this afternoon. You have no idea how bad I feel about that. There was nothing I could do. We were playing cards at Gulliver's and without any warning the door exploded and all these men ran in and started grabbing and tackling people. We didn't know what was going on -- I had no idea they were police officers at first. Everybody scattered in different directions, and I made it out the back of the stockroom with a couple of other guys..."
"It's best not to discuss the details right now," Malcolm advised.
"I told you not to hang around that place," Sarah interjected, wagging her index finger in Ryan's face. "Now look what's happened."
"And I am sorry, Riley. I love you, kid. Congratulations." Sean draped his arm over his shoulder.
"So why are you here, shouldn't you both be at the police station right now?" Riley asked.
"There was a rumor about rhubarb pie. My client and I were hungry," Malcolm answered.
CHAPTER FIVE
The summer train from Boston's South Station to Penn Station in New York City takes about four hours and makes several frustrating stops along the northeast corridor to pick up commuters, and it is unfortunately, not a scenic excursion. Passengers with nothing to keep them occupied are sentenced to gaze through dusty oversized windows at the back of old factories, junk car lots and the occasional tent of a vagabond. It was as if the Amtrak construction detail went out of their way to avoid and hide all the lush, visual majesty that New England offered and created a sightseeing tour of the bile and rust of urban decay. The other problem with the trains is the frequent breakdowns that wreak havoc on busy commuters' schedules. The first train breakdown for Riley's epic trip to New York occurred at a station near Attleboro, Massachusetts only a half hour out of Boston. From his window, he enjoyed an enchanting half-hour view of overstuffed mall dumpsters, stacks of broken wooden pallets, and an abandoned set of aluminum retail fixtures stored so long outdoors that milkweed and goldenrod grew several feet high through them. The next breakdown occurred outside New Haven, Connecticut, where he gazed upon a grandiose vista of three bombed out automobiles that had recently been burned, tires, engines and useful pieces long removed, with a creeping rust overtaking each of them. And the final breakdown happened near Stamford, close to the New York state line, where Riley was provided a breathtaking view of a hill at the back of an apartment building. The hill was littered with the most disconnected array of trash imaginable, including a bleach bottle, a child's bicycle, several truck tires, a lawn chair, an umbrella, a gas grill, a roll of chicken wire, and a colorful collection of newspapers, fast food containers, candy wrappers and wet, moldy, corrugated cardboard. He wondered if any of this trash was related to each other, and imagined archaeologists centuries into the future excavating all this crap trying to make sense of it. "Eureka Gustav! They must have hunted prey by bicycle and cooked it in the rain." He pitied the residents of the neighborhood and their profound and depressing lack of pride.
Right on time about ninety minutes late, Riley's train pulled into Penn Station. The bulk of his luggage had been sent ahead to Columbia a few days before, and would be waiting for him when he got there -- he hoped. He gathered up his shoulder bags and marched headlong through the train doors materializing on a platform surrounded by a maddening maze of signs, stairs and escalators. He shuffled along through the station following the person in front of him, not sure where to go, becoming absorbed into a large crowd. He thought it ironic that he could feel so alone with so many people around.
He had been to New York City once before to visit Columbia with his mother the previous year, and with his sister Meghan who came along because she was recovering from her most recent relationship break-up and said she needed a change of scenery. Opportunities to be alone with his mother were rare, and he hated Meghan for elbowing her way into the trip. "Of course, poor Meghan, you can come too. I'll just sleep on the floor." Riley was incensed, but said nothing.
On that trip, despite the prevalence of Yankee fans at every turn, Riley fell in love with New York. Had he loathed the city the way he expected to (there was no way a full-blooded Boston kid was going to love the foreign culture of Manhattan Island) there would have been zero chance that he would have accepted his scholarship. But he found the pace and sights of the city intoxicating, and his intellectual curiosity piqued as he sampled the history, museums and never-ending nightlife with his mother and sister that weekend. When they arrived at Columbia for their pre-arranged private tour, he stood in awe at the large, marble library and imagined himself immersed in its collection for hours, thrilled to learn his student residence brownstone on Amsterdam Avenue would be nearby. Sarah was thrilled to discover that St. Paul's Chapel would be smack between the two, and after pointing the fact out to Riley multiple times until he acknowledged it, she was content that her participation on the trip had been purposeful.
Although terrified, a spark of adventure had been struck somewhere within him that weekend. He tried his best to suppress it.
On the hot, dry August day before he left home forever, Sarah and Mr. Murphy threw Riley a going away party. Many of his friends including Anthony and Donnie and all his family were there. And Sarah shocked everyone by not cooking, and ordered a tall stack of pizzas from Theodora's down the block.
"My God, the Earth must have stopped rotating on its axis," Sean exclaimed.
Riley spent most of the evening playing video games with and talking to Donnie who would be living at home and attending Boston University in the fall.
"You can come to New York anytime you want to, bring friends." Riley said.
"Oh, I will, count on it. The Sox play at Yankee Stadium at the end of September this year, we have to be there."
"Bring some of this pizza with you."
"I'm going to miss you sooooo much," Siobhan hugged Riley from behind, startling him a bit. "I don't know what we will do around here without you."
Mr. Murphy approached from the corner with an envelope. "If you can drag yourself away from killing those zombies for a minute, I want to give something to you. Take this. It's the name and address of an Italian restaurant on the upper west side called Americo's. It's run by an old friend of mine, Carmine Mantano. You're going to need to find a job pretty quick once you get to Columbia. The cash you have isn't going to last you more than a few months -- New York is an expensive place to live. Mr. Mantano has offered you a job in his restaurant waiting tables as a special favor to me. Now he says the restaurant is very nice, and it's near a busy theater, the clientele is upscale and the tips on Friday and Saturday nights are excellent. He says he always has room for a smart, hard-working college kid."
"Thank you, Mr. Murphy, that's awesome. I was worried about finding something. I didn't know where I was going to look first.
"Oh Mark, that was so sweet of you," Sarah interrupted.
"Good luck, Riley, we are all rooting for you," Mr. Murphy said.
Everyone at the party took turns hugging him, wishing him well, each offering some tidbit of obscure advice. Sean told him to stay out of trouble and gave him Malcolm Ward's business card. Liam had done some Internet research and gave him a list of the ten best places to meet girls in the city, and two five-star escort services. Erin gave him a cookbook, written with the single college student in mind, and reminded him that he needed to call home to check in every few days. Meghan gave him a book of movie passes and reminded him not to waste too much time studying. Siobhan offered no advice, but would reach up and hug him every few minutes with true, heartfelt emotion. Riley swore he could feel it tingling in her arms.
"We are all going to miss you, Riley," Siobhan repeated.
"I will miss all of you, too." Riley kissed her tenderly on the forehead.
Riley went to the kitchen for another slice of pizza, startling his mother who was sitting in a chair, head leaned against the family's kitschy, magnet-filled refrigerator.
"You OK, Mom?
"I am fine dear, just a little bushed. Getting old isn't what it's cracked up to be."
"You'll never get old, you just get better!" Riley said, acting as if nothing was wrong.
"Now you listen to me mister, you will not worry about me. You take care of yourself. I'm proud of every one of my children -- even when they get in trouble -- because I know they are good kids, that God loves them, and that they are on earth for a reason. You too, Riley, I am more proud of you than anyone in the family, I know God put you here for a wonderful reason -- he told me so. You are destined for something great. You will change the world, somehow. God put me here to make sure you achieve your purpose and fulfill your destiny."
"I love you, Mom."
As Riley emerged from the kitchen a little emotional and shaken, Sean pulled him aside. His solemn look concerned Riley even more. He spoke in a whisper. "Kid, listen... if you get in any trouble at all, call me first, OK? Don't call Mom. I'm sure you have noticed that Mom is slowing down. All the things that have happened the last few years have taken a lot out of her, and she just doesn't have the energy any more. Ryan and I pulled her aside a few months ago and tried to get her to see a specialist, but she wouldn't hear of it. She thinks... no she believes she can pray her way out of this. She says she is fine, but I'm worried about her. Mr. Murphy and I are still working on getting her to the doctor, but if anything bad happens..."
"Sean, nothing bad is going to happen to me, I swear. I know it almost killed her not to make dinner for us all tonight and I know she hasn't been feeling great. Keep an eye on her, Sean. I told Ryan I didn't want to go to New York anymore, I wanted to stay and look after her like she looked after us all these years. Ryan thought I was crazy."
"You have to go. Mom wants you to graduate college more than life itself."
"I know that, I am going. I have to go. And I want to go now."
"And promise you will call me first if..."
"OK, OK I promise."
Sarah raised her arms and called her family to attention.
"Alright, everybody, we all know Ryan couldn't be here tonight because that mean, old bishop wouldn't let him out of the seminary, but he didn't forget us, he sent a gift for Riley."
Sarah handed Riley a small, box wrapped in silver with a large yellow ribbon. Riley opened it revealing a small, sparkling gold crucifix.
"Ryan told me the Bishop had it blessed by the Pope just for you, Riley. It's very special."
As Riley walked across Penn Station to find the local subway line to Columbia University, he thought about all the little things his family said to him the evening before. His mind was a minefield of dangerous and conflicting emotions that he struggled to control -- fear, excitement, loneliness, anticipation -- just to name a few. He tried to stay focused on the task at hand which was to make it by subway across town, find his dorm, locate all his luggage, and then call home to alert them he had arrived. (And he knew his mother was pacing the living room, telephone in hand.) If he could accomplish this by five o'clock, he thought, he would deem the day a roaring success. Tomorrow, he would worry about everything else. He was arriving early, by almost two weeks which required special permission of the school, so he could better acclimate himself to his new living arrangements and alien surroundings. (His mother thought it best.) His roommate, a young man from California named Alvin Foster, wouldn't arrive for some time so he would have the room to himself for a while.
Riley took the Broadway 7th Avenue Local train north toward school, and disembarked as planned at West 116th Street. The day was hot and stifling, the air soupy and difficult to breath, and his shoulders were starting to chafe from his sweat and repeated rubbing from the leather straps of his bags, which seemed to be getting heavier. Two stunning hand-carved marble obelisks announced the welcoming tree-lined entrance to the university grounds, like a doorway to another dimension, and just in front was a hot dog truck and an empty park bench. Had he not known better, he would have suspected his mother arranged the truck and bench to be there at just that ideal moment. He approached the truck and placed an order for a chili dog, half expecting to see rhubarb pie on the truck's billboard menu.
After enjoying his hotdog and a lukewarm bottle of water, checking in at his dorm (yes, his luggage had arrived safe) and making his obligatory phone call, Riley spent the lazy summer afternoon wandering the campus quadrangle and exploring his new Morningside Heights neighborhood. There was more activity than he expected for a late August afternoon as co-eds with books and backpacks darted back and forth around him. He prepared a mental map for himself so he could better find his way around, and as promised, his first stop was the St. Paul Chapel. Surprised to find the front door unlocked, he entered and allowed his eyes to wash over the long rows of aligned wooden chairs, the tall stained glass windows, and the copper-colored and stately brick dome. He felt satisfied that God lived here too, paid his most humble and sincere respects, and let God know not to worry as he did not intend to be back for a very long while.
A cooling twilight had arrived and was settling over the steamy city. Riley was still too wired to sleep and didn't want to be alone just yet. He pulled out the crumpled paper that Liam gave him at the party about the best places to meet girls and third on the list was a place called the Cafe Marie Anne a few blocks north on Amsterdam. The article said that not only were the beverages "rich and delicious" and the scones "fresh, sweet and out of this world" but the prices were reasonable for New York. The article also pointed out that it was across the street from the only women's health and fitness club in the village. Riley ordered a black cup of coffee and a cheese scone, then plugged-in and booted-up his laptop and sat at a corner table in a curious attempt to be both seen and blend in at the same time.
Riley came to several quick conclusions about the Cafe Marie Anne and typed them up on his computer to appear busy to the rest of the patrons. First, he noted that the coffee was awful, too bitter even for a Bostonian. Second, the scones were dry and a little stale, and he would have preferred some authentic Irish soda bread with raisins from the bakery in the old neighborhood. And third, the twenty-something girls who lined up at the counter both before and after their workouts were perky, lithe and pretty, spectacular by anyone's standards. Liam's list did not disappoint. He then ran his hands across the soft sponginess of his stomach and decided he would also take up jogging.
Riley then set to type up a "to do" list for his second day in New York. First, he would go jogging. Second, he would hurry back to Cafe Marie Anne for a leisurely breakfast. Third, he would go back to his dorm to unpack his belongings and get his room in order. Fourth, he would hurry back to Cafe Marie Anne for lunch. In between typing each sentence, he would pause to scan the room for new arrivals. A young, petite blonde girl at the back of the line caught his eye, and she caught his and smiled back, and he felt himself awash in a warm blush. He put his head down and continued typing. Fifth, he wrote, he would take the subway down to the Theater District and the West End, and see if he could locate Mr. Mantano at Americo's Restaurant.
It was not surprising that Mr. Murphy knew people in the Hell's Kitchen West End neighborhood of Manhattan. Mr. Murphy came of age like Riley did on East Broadway in South Boston. However in the 60's and 70's, the infamous Irish Southie street gangs were on the rise, creating havoc and exerting their influence on everything and everyone. Mr. Murphy often would be heard denouncing and condemning the violence and organized crime of that era, but Riley accepted that it wasn't possible to live in that neighborhood and be able to divorce oneself from the culture. The Southies of Boston would often communicate with and share resources with the Irish Westies in New York City, centered in and around the city's West End. The Westies had a well-documented pact with the Italian mob, and Riley would later learn, that the Italian restaurant Americo's was allowed to open in the Irish West End as a thank you for a difficult but well-executed mob hit. The crime sprees in both Boston and New York had been cleaned-up by the 80's and 90's, however the violent memories, and Americo's, remained.
Americo's was easy to find, across the street from the famed Six Star Theatre just as Mr. Murphy had described. The front of the establishment was unremarkable with the only announcement of its location being a small, red neon sign and bright red awning hung above a large black door. Riley was apprehensive about working as a waiter -- he had no experience whatsoever. Other than two Christmas season's schlepping merchandise around the bookshop, he had never held a real job (Sarah had always discouraged it, preferring he spend more time on his studies.) In fact, he had barely even eaten in a restaurant much more sophisticated than Howard Johnson's or Denny's, as restaurant outings were a rare treat for such a large and under-financed family.
The interior of Americo's was lavish. Bronze drapes covered most of the walls, punctuated with original oil paintings of Italian landscapes, each opulent painting highlighted by a single small, bright spotlight. There were about two dozen tables in the restaurant, each set with blood red tablecloths and lacy white linen napkins. Every chair was upholstered in fine black leather, and a single candle, vase and red rose adorned the center of each table. Classical violin music danced in the background. Against the back wall of the restaurant, in very dim light, were four small enclosed booths, each with tall red drapes, perfect for more intimate dining or to meet with an important associate and not be overheard.
"Can I help you, sir?" A small, but stocky old man had emerged from the kitchen wearing an apron, rubbing his gray stubbled chin with one hand and carrying a spatula in the other.
"Yes, please. I am looking for Mr. Carmine Mantano."
"And who is askin'?"
"My name is Riley Lynch. Mr. Mark Murphy sent me.
"Oh! Oh my! Come here, come here... I didn't expect you for a few more weeks. Come over and sit, sit down and rest. Do you want something from the bar?"
"Umm, no sir. Thank you sir." Riley focused on being polite. Carmine grabbed his hand with a tight grip and wouldn't stop shaking it.
"It is so good to meet you. Murph told me a lot about you. He says you are very smart, and you love your mother. I told him, 'Murph, that's all I need to know.' That tells me you are a good boy... a loyal boy. I says, 'Murph, you tell that boy to come see me when he gets into the city. I'll keep an eye on him for you. I'll take care of him."
"Thank you sir. I very much appreciate this job. I am looking forward to working here."
"Well, I have to warn you... it's hard work, but it's honest work. You will be kept running a lot. My customers are very demanding. They expect the best service in the neighborhood, and it's your job to give it to them. So, how long have you been in town?"
"I just got here yesterday afternoon. I wanted to make sure I came by to meet you right away."
"Good, good. Murph was right, a very loyal boy. Very loyal... I like that. But I gotta tell you, I don't need you for a few weeks just yet. A new play opens at the theater at the end of September -- it'll be great for business. Here, then, let me get you something." Carmine walked around to the back of the bar, unlocked a draw and rummaged through it.
"Here, boy here, take this." Carmine handed Riley a stack of twenty dollar bills, about a half- inch think. "There should be about $400 there. You're gonna need some spending money in this city, it's an expensive place."
"For me? That's not necessary... "
"No, no I insist. You take it, it's like an advance. You do good things with it. Maybe take your girl out to a nice dinner some night, eh? You find a New York girlfriend here yet?"
"No sir, I've only been here twenty-four hours." Carmine threw his hands in the air.
"Oh my, Madonna... what's wrong with a nice boy like you. When I first come to New York I have three girlfriends my first night. Lots of pretty girls in New York." Riley smiled and looked to the rear of the restaurant where a beautiful young twenty something girl was standing in a summery flowered dress, long flowing curly black hair, and the deepest, richest eyes he had ever seen, seeming to pose as if the great Raphael himself had painted her into the restaurant's decor. Carmine turned to see what had captured Riley's attention.
"Oh, no, no, no..... ha, ha, ha..... no, no, no, that's just Mici. Come here Mici and meet Riley. Riley, this is Mici my granddaughter."
"Hi," Mici reached out her small, pale hand, and Riley accepted it with both of his. "It's nice to meet you."
"Riley's gonna work here, waiting on the tables. He is a nice boy." Carmine paused and leaned toward Mici, speaking in a whisper. "He's from Boston. He's Irish."
"That's very nice," Mici responded to Riley with a slight smile, a little embarrassed. "I look forward to working with you."
"As do I," Riley said with a more confident smile than he expected to muster considering the circumstances.
"So how is that boy Murph? He was a good boy too. He worked for me for a bunch of summers many years ago. He would come with his father who worked in construction, he worked steel on the skyscrapers, and they would come to the city every summer. His father wanted him working a job, not hanging around getting into trouble. There were problems back then in the West End. Big problems. Kids Murph's age would get caught up in the most terrible things -- terrible. Murph did a good job here, and you'll be doing the same things he did. After he left the restaurant, Murph never forgot to send me a birthday card and Christmas card every time, never forgot. Very polite. He was a good boy."
"Mr. Murphy is doing well. He owns a bookshop on East Broadway in South Boston in the same building where my family lives."
"Books? Ah, who has time to read books? He's gonna go broke. He should have opened a restaurant like I told him. Not everybody has time to read, but everybody has to eat."
After leaving Americo's, Riley elected to forego the rest of his Cafe Marie Anne prepared list for the afternoon, and chose to skip the subway ride and take a self-indulgent tourist-like stroll back through the city's more famous sites. First he walked from Americo's over toward Time Square where he stopped to absorb the hustle and bustle, then headed down toward Rockefeller Center, skipping in and out of all sorts of eclectic gift shops along the way. After walking around Radio City Music Hall, he followed Sixth Avenue to Central Park where he stopped and sat for a time in front of the world famous Carousel, and watched as dozens of excited little kids, and pigeons, zigzagged about at his feet. The balance of the afternoon was spent in strolling within the cooling shade of Central Park, as Riley, exhausted from the whirlwind of an eventful and stressful week, started to become comfortable within his own skin. For the first time in months -- perhaps in his whole life -- he felt like he belonged and had a purpose. He knew what he needed to do, where to go and how to act. Independence suited him. His mother told him he was destined for greatness, and though he wasn't sure what that meant and chalked it up to his mom just being his mom, he too felt that something big was brewing and that he was destined for something exciting. He also needed to learn to deal with another foreign emotion: optimism. Oh there were millions of questions and anxieties at every turn, but he felt empowered and ready to conquer the world -- or at least ready to figure out his little part of it.
CHAPTER SIX
Years later wasting away in his lonely cell at SBCC, resigned to the fact that the fruitful part of his life had ended, Riley would fixate on those early months in New York as the most carefree and enjoyable of his life. The weather was always better than Boston's, the food selection more diverse, the friends more inquisitive, the girls far more interesting and worldly, and the real life complications far more tame.
And then there was Alvin Foster.
Alvin was Riley’s pre-assigned college roommate for all four of his years at Columbia. It wasn’t that Alvin was a bad person, or even an unpleasant one, in fact he was always upbeat and positive, it's just that Alvin was as clever as New York falafel. The two roomies were nearly evicted from their dorm during their first week together, when after Riley added a hot plate to the room to cook up a few midnight snacks, Alvin wasn’t content to just take over the project and burn dinner, but instead he ignited and incinerated the cookbook Erin gave Riley at his going away party. So at three a.m., the fire alarm screamed through the halls of the dorm, fire trucks roared up to the Ivy covered entrance, and all the coeds were herded and corralled onto the dorm's front green where they huddled in the chilly air. The boys were later lashed with a stern, obscenity-laced warning by the residence hall coordinators -- and received a lifetime of pissed-off looks from the rest of the pajama-clad, sleepy-eyed residents.
Alvin was a tall, blonde and muscular figure far more attuned to riding a Del Mar surf board than attending class at an upscale Ivy League university. His arms were thick and muscular, with small blonde curls that Alvin's multiple, nameless girlfriends loved to play with and try to straighten while giggling, which drove a studying Riley to consider homicide. And though Alvin's physique was solid and well-sculpted, he was lazy and had never invested a single moment lifting weights, running or working out in his life. Alvin had led a soft and sheltered upbringing in his parent's renovated San Diego hacienda, and they decided it best to send him away to school as far from the warm, laid-back California lifestyle as possible. It didn’t take Riley long to understand why. Conversations with Alvin never ran too long or deep.
“Hey Alvin, it’s 37 degrees out there, please tell me you don’t plan to wear those sandals again, do you?”
“Yeah, why not?”
“Because it’s cold as hell. Do you even own a pair of socks?”
“Of course. I have two pair. Do you want to borrow them?"
“Never mind, Alvin.”
“Hey Riley, have you seen my blue shorts?”
“You don’t own a pair of blue shorts.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, Alvin, I’m pretty sure. I did all our laundry this week. And I’ve never seen you wear blue shorts.”
“You know what? I think you're right. Hey Riley, do you know where I can buy a pair of blue shorts?”
“It's winter. Maybe you should buy a pair of blue jeans instead.”
“That’s a great idea, Riley.”
“Thanks, Alvin.”
“And could you help me cut the legs off them when I get home?”
“Sure, Alvin, right after you help me cut my jugular vein.”
"OK, you got it buddy."
Riley and Alvin were once invited by a favorite English professor to an exclusive party at an up-and-coming artist's private loft in SoHo. Tired of waiting for Alvin to finish getting ready, and growing anxious that he would miss the best part of the party, Riley left the directions scribbled on a note on the coffee table and headed out alone. (Waiting for Alvin to finish primping in the bathroom was not unlike waiting for one of Riley's sisters, or sometimes Riley thought, all of them.) Riley arrived in SoHo right on time, and he mingled and enjoyed the party for a while, often checking his watch and keeping an eye on the door, feeling a little guilty that he left Alvin behind. Riley's cell phone started vibrating, and he struggled to hear a confused Alvin over the energetic crowd in the undersized loft.
"Riley, where are you?"
"I'm at the party, where are you?"
"At the airport."
"Why are you at the airport, is something wrong?"
"I think I'm lost. I gave the directions you left me to the cab driver, and he brought me to the airport."
"Holy crap, Alvin, those directions said to come to the upstairs loft of the art gallery on the corner of LaGuardia Place and Houston Street."
"Oh... that explains what happened. The cab driver took me to LaGuardia Airport for a flight to Houston, Texas. That's not the same thing, is it? You now, I was thinking to myself, 'something doesn't look right.' "
Despite Riley's growing and understandable frustration, it was obvious to him that Alvin needed a guardian angel, a personal life guide -- someone to watch over him and protect him from the snake oil salesmen and con artists from the darker, seedy underbelly of the city. And to also be there to protect Alvin from Alvin, before he whistled and skipped, shorts, sandals and girlfriend in tow, over the jagged cliff at the end of his flat and carefree planet Earth.
Friday, September 27th had been circled on the calendar for several weeks -- it was to be Riley's first day of work at Americo's. Alvin was off somewhere with his anonymous, giggling girlfriend of the day, and Riley had the dorm room alone for a change to primp himself and get ready. From his dresser, Riley took the crucifix and chain that Ryan had given him before he left, and placed it over his head and around his neck -- he was embarrassed to realize he had almost forgotten he had it. For good luck, he thought, he would wear it tonight. Outside, a heavy driving rain was assaulting the city, and had been in full rage all day. He had been soaked to the bone at least four times attempting to traverse the campus to and from class that morning. And although drainage in and around his residence hall was good, once he got out on Amsterdam Avenue to hail a cab for his trip to the West End, he had to wade through what felt like Hudson River itself. He thought he had done the smart thing by avoiding the walk over to the subway station and instead hailing one of the frequent cabs that sped by, but now that it was raining, the cabs were off hiding somewhere dry no doubt, nowhere to be found. By the time he arrived at Americo's and made it through the impressive waterfall streaming off the red awning in front of the great, black front door, he looked like a skinny half-drowned river rat. Carmine, having lost the disheveled look Riley remembered, now sporting a dashing crisp tuxedo and red bowtie, met him at the host's stand.
"Ahh, Riley, good to see you boy. Looks like you got a little wet. Didn't somebody tell you it was raining? Go in back and clean yourself up." Riley's shoes squished and squeaked with each step.
"Oh no, look at you!" Mici laughed. Come with me and I'll help." Riley tried very hard to ignore that Mici looked stunning -- black hair, soft pale complexion, and bright red lipstick, and she smelled like a bed of spring flowers. Riley's first day of work was off to an auspicious start.
Once Riley's shoulders were toweled off, his hair combed and had been more or less put back together by Mici, Carmine gathered the staff together for a quick meeting. "Riley, this is Lorenzo and this is Armand. They are the other two waiters here at Americo's. Now you listen to them and do what they do. They are very good and very nice to the customers."
Lorenzo was tall and gaunt with olive Sicilian skin and dark curly hair. His thick bushy eyebrows met at a point above his nose giving him an intimidating stare. Armand was a shorter, heavier, quieter version of Lorenzo who knew his place and said very little.
"Yes, sir, I will. And it's nice to meet you both," Riley said as he extended his hand in friendship. Lorenzo ignored it, and Armand taking his cue from Lorenzo, looked away and stepped back.
"What the fuck, Carmine? We don't need another waiter. Business has sucked for the last three months, why do we need another waiter? All this means is that we have to share the customers and split the tips three ways. This is bullshit," Lorenzo said.
"Hey... I know this business," Carmine replied, waving his finger. "That new play opening across the street is a big deal. We're gonna be busy. Very busy. I know it. You will see."
"So we get busy, that's good. But Armand and I can handle it just fine. We don't need this guy, what's his name.... Riley? Riley? What is he a friggin Westie? Holy crap, Carmine hired us a friggin Irish Westie."
"Hey, watch your language or I'll smack you upside the head," scolded Carmine. "Riley here comes to us recommended by a very dear friend of mine in Boston. He's a good kid, a smart kid."
"From Boston? Oh Jesus Christ, this just keeps getting friggin better. I suppose now you're gonna tell me he has no experience and hasn't worked in a restaurant before."
"No, I haven't... I'm sorry, I don't want to be any trouble. I'm just looking to make a few dollars while I'm going to Columbia. I just want to do a good job." Riley jumped in and humbled himself, hoping to calm Lorenzo's resentment. Armand cringed, and Lorenzo's eyes bulged and rolled upward. Both shook their heads.
"And you're going to school? Columbia? Since when do they let Irish into Columbia... or idiots from Boston for that matter?"
"That's enough, Lorenzo, knock it off. Riley is going to follow you around tonight, like a shadow, so he can learn the ropes. And here..." Carmine held out a small bag and dumped out a set of gold name tags on the table. "Everybody take a nametag."
"Nametags? What is this now, a friggin Taco Bell? Carmine, I think you lost your friggin mind this time." Lorenzo steamed.
"OK," Carmine began, "Everyone put your nametags on, we open for dinner in a few minutes. We got a new guy here, and I want our regulars to remember his name. Now.... let's go over Chef's specials and menu for tonight...."
Shaken up and becoming angry, Riley watched Lorenzo and Armand head into the kitchen after Carmine's briefing. Mici pulled Riley aside. "Hey, don't worry about Lorenzo, at all, he can be very nasty sometimes but he is very nice once you get to know him. He just doesn't like things to change. He's been here a long time and the regulars do love him, and he gets amazing tips. They ask for him by name every night. You'd be smart to learn from him. He could make you a lot of money."
"Thanks, Mici for the pep talk. I'm the type of person who gets along with everybody. I don't make enemies. I'm sure it will all workout great." Riley took a deep breath and walked with confidence through the kitchen doors and into the kitchen itself, shoes still waterlogged, and crashed head first into Americo's sous chef sending a platter of salads and fresh leafy greens swirling overhead, then falling with a thunderous crash across the stove, floor and Armand. The expected barrage of sharp and angry voices followed.
"You think this is going to work out?" Carmine asked Mici.
Mici tilted her head to one side and smiled, but she didn't answer.
The rest of the evening was busy and uneventful. From the moment the first customers walked in the door, Lorenzo transformed into the most courteous, helpful and diligent waiter in the city. His ability to anticipate, charm and serve each guest with a flourish of personal service was impressive. Riley did, in fact, learn a lot from Lorenzo and Armand. He also learned a lot from Americo's rich and elite clientele, many of whom were visiting from Italian suburbs throughout New York and New Jersey. They would come to the city for the weekend, catch a play, and dine in elegance at Americo's. Carmine said they had been entertaining themselves this way for many years, and they were not afraid to tip well, many times in excess of $100 each, for elite, personal service. Carmine knew everyone who came in the door by name, and would greet each of them with enthusiasm, with arms outspread as if they were a long, lost favorite cousin. While Armand, Lorenzo and Riley looked after the patrons, Carmine would mind the host's stand and tend bar. Mici served as the restaurant's busboy, and would cover her grandfather's back if he was occupied or things got a little busy. Riley spent part of his first evening helping her clean up tables.
"You watch where you put those hands, Southie," Lorenzo warned. "I see the way you're looking at Mici. Don't go getting any crazy ideas."
"She is gorgeous, but I don't plan to lay a hand on her. I swear." Riley said.
"You'd better not. Old man Mantano will break your legs. He's pretty well connected if you haven't figured that out yet. You don't think I haven't thought about putting it to that young, little thing? The old man would have my dick cut off if he knew I was even thinking about it. Mici gets lots of attention from the customers, and she is real good at flirting with all the dirty old men, but it's all an act, kid. Part of the job here is theater -- making these people happy, making them believe they are the richest most important SOB's on the friggin' planet, and kissing their fat, white asses. The other part of the job is keeping an eye on Mici and making sure she don't get into any trouble. Some of these old farts don't get it and take it too far."
Riley took Lorenzo's advice. He could accept the role of protector for Mici -- a role with which he was becoming all too familiar. And he didn't want to bring any sort of shame upon Mr. Murphy back home either. He would mind his own business and work hard and continue to admire Mici from afar. Riley figured that a girl that beautiful was taken anyway, with a large assortment of dashing rich suitors at her beck and call. Riley did not categorize himself worthy of such a prize. She was way out of his league.
"Nice job, boys, nice job," Carmine said. "Very busy tonight. I think the rain drove them and kept them here longer, they bought lots of drinks. Riley, you did a nice job. See Lorenzo... I told you Riley would do a good job."
Riley fought falling asleep on the subway ride back to campus. Waiting tables was much more tiring and harder work than he expected it to be, and his arms and back ached. It was well after two in the morning, and even the usual colorful assortment of vagrants, gangbangers and drunks on the subway didn't interfere with his advancing drowsiness. He staggered out of the station and started to walk through campus, wondering how he could find the energy to go back to Americo's Saturday night. The torrential rain had ended and the September air, fueled by a steady north wind, was crisp, perhaps signaling an early autumn. Riley was damp and chilled and couldn't wait to crawl into bed, warm up, and pass out.
The door to Riley's dorm room was ajar when he arrived, and he could hear both the rhythmic beat rumbling from his stereo speakers, and the rubbery voice of an infomercial blaring from the television. A cautious Riley entered and flipped on the lights. The first thing he noticed was a pair of killer knee-high black suede women's boots sitting on top of the coffee table with a pair of pink cotton panties laid across the top. The room was littered with all manner of clothing, beer bottles and two empty pizza boxes. Beneath the noise from the stereo and TV, he could hear the distinct sound of a steady snore, a female snore, and snuggled up asleep in Alvin's undersized bed was Alvin and someone who Riley assumed to be Alvin's date for the evening, heads, arms and legs sticking in so many directions he wasn't sure which body part belonged to who. But what was more concerning to Riley was that his own bed across the room was also occupied. Riley approached his bed, feeling like a burglar in his own room, trying to decide if he should rouse the sleeping stranger or flip the whole damn bed in anger and send the inconsiderate bastard sprawling. Riley chose the former.
"Hello? Excuse me?" Riley jostled the stranger, staying quiet. Up close he could tell the mummy-like stranger was female from the long wet blonde hair draped across his pillow, and from the unquestionable shape of two large, rounded breasts jutting out from the stranger's blanket-wrapped chest. He jostled the mummy again.
"Hey there, hello?" The stranger awoke and turned, and opened her eyes half-way, in a dreamy and welcoming manner.
"Are you Riley?' She answered, mumbling, not yet awake. "Alvin said you'd be mad. I'm sorry. My friend over there fell asleep so I took a shower. I think I drank too much." She yawned and her eyes closed. "Do you want me to leave?"
"No, no that's OK, stay there," the ever-polite Riley responded. Her eyes opened half way again, and she smiled.
"Hey... I know you. You're that cute guy who always sits in the back of the cafe." Riley couldn't remember the last time he had been called cute by someone other than his mother, and was shocked anyone would recognize him from his table at the Cafe Marie Anne. He scanned the room trying to figure out where he was going to sleep.
"You look cold, come here and let me warm you up," the strange girl said, extending her arms. Her moist lips curled into a very sweet and seductive smile. Riley was taken by surprise and was unprepared for the moment. Not sure what else to do, Riley accepted her invitation, flipped off his shoes, and laid stiff, fully clothed and wet next to her on the bed.
"Oh, you are cold, you poor thing," and the girl unwrapped herself and crawled up on top of his fully clothed body.
Riley's arms wrapped around her back, and he realized she was naked. His hands washed down the warm arch of her spine to her bottom, which was small, round and firm. He cupped each of her cheeks in his hands. The girl smelled of an unpleasant mix of beer and shampoo, and she purred as she buried her face into the curve of Riley's neck and started to kiss him.
His mind raced. He had options. He could push her away -- it was wrong to take advantage of someone who was so drunk. But wasn't it the other way around? Wasn't she taking advantage of him? After all, it was she who had climbed into his bed, and this was all her idea. But he didn't know her. And where would he sleep? The chairs in the room were uncomfortable to just sit in, never mind sleep in. He could sleep on the floor somewhere, too. Or, he could just succumb to his most guttural instinct, his now profound horniness and his increasing exhaustion, and make love to the girl. At that moment she bit him on the right ear, and like a Victorian vampire, she sucked the will power clean out of him. He never stood a chance. He stripped off his clothes with urgency and the two made love. Neither of them took long to climax, and in a matter of minutes, both were slotted somewhere between sleep and unconsciousness
Riley was not a virgin, but wasn't experienced either. He had enjoyed two other sex partners in his life. His first was named Holly, who took his virginity after the Junior Prom on the cold and windy Savin Hill Beach behind the Dorchester Yacht Club. Riley had asked her to the dance because of her reputation for being easy, and his shallowness that evening paid off in spades. The two had sex a few other times before they broke up the relationship, when, which should not have been a surprise, Riley discovered she was cheating on him. His second sex partner was a prostitute that frequented a corner on East Broadway. For twenty bucks, she would take him (or any one of his friends) behind a dumpster in the alley next to Gulliver's Pub, raise her skirt, turn around, spread her legs, and let him have at it. She was old and dirty, but the sex was exciting and dangerous. Riley was surprised that as gross and unfulfilling as it was, he still had to resist a powerful, animalistic urge to go back and do it again.
Riley was the last to awaken the next morning. The sunshine seared through the blinds across the window and felt as if it were burning a hole into Riley's forehead. Alvin and the girls had been up and about for a while as all were dressed. Alvin's date was finishing cleaning the hotplate, and Alvin was eating something that looked like eggs. Riley's first thought was that he was grateful the girls didn't let him cook breakfast alone.
"Goodbye, Riley!" Before he could respond, the blonde grabbed her handbag, pecked him on the forehead and the two girls hand-in-hand shuffled together out the door. Riley was surprised to see that his date wasn't as sexy and enticing as she had been the night before.
"Nice girls." Alvin said, with bits of crumbled scrambled egg falling from the corners of his mouth. "The blonde one had huge tits."
"Hey Alvin.., about that girl, what was her name?" Riley asked, still trying to rouse himself from the drowsiness.
"What girl?"
"The blonde one. What is her name? She didn't tell me."
"Oh... I don't know."
"You don't know? How do you not know!?"
"Hey don't get all pissy at me, dude, I'm not the one who slept with her."
"So what was the other girl's name?"
"What other girl?"
"Your girl... your date? What is her name?"
"Umm, let me think. It'll come to me in a second."
The boys' attention, and another opportunity for homicide, was averted by the sudden ringing of the telephone. Alvin answered.
"Hello?....Uh huh, ummmm. Hey Riley, do you know some chick named Sarah?"
"Holy crap, dude, that's my mom!" Riley sprung to his feet and raced across the room wearing nothing except the pillow he held over his crotch and yanked the receiver out of Alvin's hands. Alvin threw up his hands and looked at him as if he was insane.
"Mom? Mom? Hi! It's Riley"
"Oh my dear, it's so good to hear your voice. I miss you so much. How are you?"
"I'm great, Mom, just great! Everything is great!" He looked down at his pillow and was overtaken by a rush of old-fashioned, South Boston Irish Catholic guilt. She couldn't know, could she?
"I haven't heard from you in a few weeks, I was starting to worry."
Riley rambled. "I know, I'm sorry. I have been so busy with school and studying, and... oh I started work last night at Americo's. Tell Mr. Murphy it's working out great. Carmine says... he's the boss.... said..."
"Hold on for a minute Riley, I want to hear all about it. But first I have some wonderful news. It's about Sean. Mr. Ward came by on Friday and said the police would be dropping all charges against Sean and his friends, they just didn't have the evidence. Our prayers have been answered. Isn't that wonderful!"
CHAPTER SEVEN
Attorney Malcolm Ward had successfully defended Sean and his friends, forcing prosecutors to drop charges of racketeering, delivering stolen goods and evading arrest. The affluent residents of the City Point neighborhood condos were furious. In their minds, the crime waves and unrest of the past were re-emerging, like a Phoenix from the ashes, threatening their expensive new homesteads and lifestyles. Malcolm Ward was public enemy number one in their eyes, corrupt, paying off prosecutors and judges, and backed by the deep, evil pockets of organized crime. It wasn't even a little bit true, but Ward realized he could gain easier access to information and get through doors if people believed he was a mob lawyer. Reporters were the most gullible, though many knew he wasn't corrupt, but often went along with the story anyway to build ratings and readership. In fact, Malcolm discovered he would be offered better seats in restaurants, too, even in Boston's Italian North End. When asked, Ward would neither confirm nor deny his involvement in organized crime stating with a good dose of arrogance that it was a ridiculous and irrelevant question.
Now free of the charges, Sean moved out of the family apartment, took a low paying maintenance job at a local manufacturing plant, and moved in with his long-time girlfriend. He promised Sarah they would be getting married soon to avoid the whole "living in sin" drama, and though she knew better, Sarah pretended to believe him and didn't put up much of a fight. He still enjoyed playing cards with his buddies on weekends in the pub, thumbing his nose in defiance of his entanglements of the past. With Riley off at school in New York, and Ryan in Rhode Island approaching graduation from the seminary and preparing to ship off to Nicaragua, Liam remained the only male left in the Lynch household. Even Mr. Murphy, who had all but moved in with the Lynch clan, made the painful and heart-wrenching decision to accept fate and close his beloved bookshop. He couldn't afford to continue hemorrhaging so much money. He liquidated all his merchandise, cleaned out his personal belongings, and posted a black and red "for lease" sign in the front window. His visits to the neighborhood became less frequent as time moved on. Sarah, too, was showing her age and slowing down. Having Siobhan's spoiled brat of a child running around in the house was almost too much for her. Erin, Meghan and Siobhan, now young women, each worked an assortment of menial jobs to help make ends meet, but caught up in their own selfish dramas, loathsome boyfriends and endless bickering, left it to a weakening Sarah to continue to work her two jobs and still manage everyone else's daily needs.
At the end of his first year at Columbia, Riley made the difficult decision not to return home for the summer. Mr. Mantano had offered to expand his schedule to a six night-per-week assignment once school got out because, as it turned out, old Carmine was right -- Americo's was doing well, and Riley was making very good money and still loving New York City. The decision was difficult not because he didn't want to stay, but because he feared it would break his mother's weakening heart. He had gone home for the Christmas holidays and remembered what Ryan had told him during their stroll down East Broadway; the neighborhood wasn't his neighborhood anymore. Thomas Wolfe was dead right -- You Can't Go Home Again. Hanging around the old East Broadway apartment was depressing, sharing his old room with immature Liam demeaning, and he was appalled at how little his sisters would help their mother tend the apartment. The annual family holiday feast was as magnificent as always, and the mass at St. Finian's exactly as he remembered, beautiful hymn complimenting beautiful hymn, but it wasn't the same. He had only been away a short time, but everything had changed. He had changed.
More surprising to Riley than anyone else, the biggest change in his life was that he had established a relationship with a real live, warm-blooded breathing girl -- someone he was often heard to introduce to people as his girlfriend. Her name was Magnolia Fair (or just plain Maggie when he spoke of her with his family and friends back home) and as the refined product of two late-Sixties hippie parents, she was as aloof, spontaneous and unpredictable as the "we decade" itself. And the refined, conservative, intellectual Riley was surprised to discover he liked the impulsiveness. After their eventful introduction in Riley's bed, Riley spent the better part of three weeks trying to just figure out her name. Alvin was, as usual, no help whatsoever, so he began his quest with the one reliable clue she had given him -- she liked to visit the Cafe Marie Anne.
At first, Riley had no intention of falling in love -- he just wanted to know her name (it was killing him.) His initial motivation was to avoid an embarrassing future meeting as it was inevitable that he would see her somewhere on campus, and then there was pure human curiosity mixed in, punctuated by the raging horniness of the American collegiate male. So he began his investigation lurking around the shrubbery between the cafe and the fitness center, stalking at different times of day and night and keeping careful notes on the traffic patterns of each business, until he could catch a glimpse of her happening by and follow her home or to a class, since he assumed she was a student. The strategy handed Riley a couple of problems. First, he wasn't sure if he was going to recognize her. He saw her for just a tantalizing moment that night, and after a couple of weeks, his memory of her face was fading. Twice he followed girls who looked something like her, but he couldn't get close enough to confirm if it was her or not. And then one morning he saw her for sure, ducked behind a shrubbery to avoid being discovered, and lost her among a crowd of tourists disembarking from a bus. A week later when he saw her again, she was walking with a friend into the fitness club. Eureka. He followed her up to the glass door careful to not be discovered, and watched her sign-in on a clipboard at the main desk, then slip through a door and into a backroom to begin her workout. With all the panache of Sherlock Holmes or Charlie Chan, Riley waited for the attendant to leave for a moment, charged into the facility, and stole the clipboard.
The entry on the clipboard was clear: Magnolia Fair, Emerson Hall, and a phone number.
Magnolia? Interesting name, he thought.
Tracking her down after that was easy. He called and invited her to meet for coffee at Cafe Marie Anne. To his surprise, she accepted with enthusiasm.
Magnolia ordered a standard cup of Earl Grey Tea, then added cream, milk, honey, sugar and lemon to create her own unique brew, blended by the artistry and energetic stirring of a disposable plastic knife.
"Is it still tea," he inquired, "after you put all that stuff in it?"
"Oh, I'm not going to drink it." And from her purse she produced two wrapped chocolate chip cookies and a banana wrapped with great care. Magnolia peeled the banana and unwrapped the cookies, sliced the banana with the plastic knife, then squished it between the cookies to create some sort of anomalous sandwich, which was then broken in half and dipped with care into the tea.
"You know, Riley, I was surprised you called. I didn't expect to hear from you again. Most guys wouldn't have gone to the trouble. How did you find me?" Magnolia said as she slurped a bite of her breakfast.
"I got lucky, I guess," Riley lied.
Magnolia smiled. "I'm so glad you did. I wasn't even sure if that rock head of a roommate of yours would remember my name. Stupid guys are such a drag, though he does have a great ass. This needs shredded coconut. Do you think they have any coconut? In fact, most other guys would have just invited me back to their room to see if they could get me back in bed."
Riley abandoned his plans to invite her back to his room. "Oh, no, I wouldn't do something like that."
"I know you wouldn't, I can tell, you treat people with respect. I could tell by the way you held me, like you didn't want to damage me, like I was special like a piece of crystal.., before I passed out." Magnolia responded, stuffing napkins and sugar packets into her purse. "You have class. That's what turns me on." Magnolia looked like something of a Gypsy fortune teller. Her large gold hoop earrings, purple shawl, and a flowered kerchief stood out among the mostly yuppie-dressed cafe crowd, and her insistence on stealing condiments was not going unnoticed by the snooty patrons at the next table. Magnolia sensed Riley was becoming uncomfortable with her actions.
"Oh don't worry, I just need to stock up the pantry at home. I do this all the time. They don't mind. The guy that owns this place... I went out with his son once. I think the kid is gay. I am pretty sure I was the only female date the poor kid ever had. His father was thrilled. They are from Iraq and they execute people for being gay over there. Oh, remind me before we leave, I need to get a roll of toilet paper out of the bathroom. Did you want a bite of this?"
They talked for a long while. Riley was fascinated by the sharp, unexpected twists and turns of her conversation, and while she wasn't the prettiest girl in the world, her eyes were full of energy and her face round, radiant and full of life. She viewed the most mundane of daily activities as an adventure, and perilous adventures as drab and mundane. He also learned that she was a good listener, and without thinking about what he was doing or saying, he unloaded both barrels on her. Until he started talking -- about his brothers and sisters, his idiot roommate, his job at Americo's, his worries about a big research paper, and even his mother's failing health -- he didn't realize how lonely he had become and how he needed someone to talk to and to just be there for him. To just listen. She finished her breakfast focused on his stories, hanging on his every word.
Business at Americo's had boomed all winter, and Riley had become a very important and valuable employee to Carmine. His life was now split between class and spending time with Magnolia, but he never missed a shift waiting tables, and as his service skills improved, so did his tips. Business was good enough that Lorenzo couldn't complain about his daily tip allotment, and left Riley to himself. Riley even felt comfortable enough to start making suggestions to Carmine on how to improve the way the business was running. His suggestions were simple at first, little issues of efficiency about where Mici could stack her trays, or how to reorganize the bar so they could get at the wine glasses without knocking the beer bottles over. After each suggestion, Carmine would sigh, wrinkle up his face, rub his chin, pause, then nod his approval. When Riley arrived early one night to help the chef unload a produce shipment, Riley happened to notice the invoice didn't match up to the truck's manifest. Riley and Carmine spent a few hours in the office tracing through yellowed stacks of old orders, and were horrified to realize that the produce company had been skimming from them for a long time -- and no one had noticed. Carmine threw a cabbage at the wall and screamed at the chef, then grabbed a phone and unleashed a torrent of Italian obscenities into the receiver for what seemed like an eternity. The next day, Americo's had a new, more honest produce vendor. Riley's success was paid with interest when Mici gave him an unexpected and affectionate hug and planted a big wet kiss on his right cheek. "Nonno is very proud of you."
While in class, Riley had never been more productive. Even with the roaring successes in his personal life, it was immersed in study where he was most comfortable and could relax and be himself. The jumbles of numbers and formulas demanded order and solution, and it soothed his soul to oblige and conquer them. After careful thought and discussions with his professors, he elected to shift his major to international finance hoping to hook up with a big Wall Street company so he could reside in the city after graduation. His advanced skill in mathematics, and a particular talent with accounting, put him in a favorable position for future, gainful employment.
"Oh my God that is boring. But that's sooooo cute!" Magnolia commented.
Professor Friedman recommended Riley to the department honors program, and he soon became a department favorite. Friedman recognized in Riley many of the same qualities that both Carmine and his mother valued -- commitment, intelligence, and loyalty -- attributes that could take Riley far. And Friedman was always on the lookout for candidates who could be tailored to make fine representatives of the university community.
At Americo's, Riley continued to immerse himself deeper into the financial details of the business. He showed Carmine several techniques he could use to save money and operate a more efficient operation, and he spent more and more time in the office and off the floor, to Lorenzo's continual whining annoyance.
Late one evening, three individuals wandered into the restaurant without reservations and asked for Riley by name. A concerned Carmine rushed in back to get him.
"Riley, do you know any of these people?" Carmine asked. It was Alvin and Magnolia with his old friend Donnie from South Boston in tow.
"Donnie!" Riley charged across the room and the two old friends embraced. He had not seen his friend Donnie in a year, and was shocked he could be here in New York. He hugged and shook him. "How did you get here?"
"Took the train, stupid." Donnie responded. "Classes ended yesterday at BU, and I was looking for someplace to burn off steam and have a good time. I called the other day and Alvin told me where to find you. I just got in a couple of hours ago. How are you, man? How are you!"
Alvin, why didn't you tell me?" Riley inquired.
"Sorry, Riley, I forgot."
"And you're in on this, too?" Riley asked, hugging Magnolia and kissing her on top of the head.
"Alvin tried calling your cell phone and dialed me by mistake, so I came along. I thought it would be fun to keep it a secret. Sorry!" Magnolia answered with a shy but evil smile.
The realization struck Riley that the group looked crass, and out of place for such an exclusive restaurant. Patrons wasted little time shooting disapproving glances their direction. And even Lorenzo and Armand were becoming annoyed at the distraction, no doubt concerned for their take of the evening's tips. Magnolia had chosen some fine skin-tight black leather with a white scarf tied around her neck for her ever-changeable wardrobe of the evening, as if parodying a fifties harlot. Alvin was wearing his trademark black tee, paisley shorts and sandals. Only Donnie looked close to normal in blue jeans and a light windbreaker. Yet none of them came close to meeting the restaurant's rigid dress code. Carmine could read the concern building on Riley's face, and stepped in.
"All of you come here and sit, come and sit. If you are friends of Riley, you are friends of mine."
"Mr. Mantano, they can go. It's OK. I didn't know they were coming in. I'm sorry."
"That's crazy talk, Riley. They should sit and eat... as my personal guests. And you sit down with them." Riley was uncomfortable with the arrangement, but he didn't want to argue with everybody.
Carmine passed around menus to the group.
"So what have you been doing, Donnie, my God, what is new?" Riley asked.
"First of all, your Mom says hello. I stopped by East Broadway to pick-up a few things. Man, it looks depressing with old man Murphy's bookstore gone. The weeds out front are already three feet high. Some idiot threw a rock through the front window yesterday, and made a huge mess of broken glass. Liam and I taped over the hole with cardboard last night. It's hard seeing the whole block fall apart like that. But other than that, college life has been good to me. I'm studying hard, working hard, not much changes in my life."
"How about a girlfriend. Meet anyone?
"Not me man, I plan to stay single forever and play the field." Alvin lifted his water glass and nodded, to signal his approval of Donnie's philosophy.
"What about Anthony? He doesn't return my calls anymore. What's he up to?" Riley inquired.
"He's got it tough, dude. Don't be too hard on him. He knocked up his girlfriend and his parents freaked out on him. The baby was born a few weeks ago. He dropped out of school and is working around the clock at a shoe store at the mall in Braintree to make it all good. He doesn't have a moment to himself. Sad story." Donnie said.
"Do they have sushi here? I'm in the mood for sushi. And pudding." Magnolia chimed in.
"Hey Magnolia, this menu doesn't make sense. Which one says cheeseburger?" Alvin asked.
Riley re-focused and saw where this impromptu dinner party was heading, and saw its growing potential to end ugly. "Are you sure you don't want to eat somewhere else?"
"Nonsense, I'll take care of everything." Carmine chimed in from behind. "Here's what I'll do. I'll bring out something for everybody. You will all like it. You all sit and relax and have a drink." Carmine set a carafe of red wine and four glasses on the table. The four underage patrons wasted no time pouring themselves a sampling.
Within minutes, the chef had whipped-up a delectable, world-class sampling and filled the table with all the best Americo's had to offer -- calamari, escargot, fois gras, oysters, steak tartare, smoked salmon, and enough pasta and sauce (or "gravy" as many call it in New York) to feed a whole dorm of inadequately dressed starving students. The gang chatted and attacked ravenously.
"Kid," Donnie said as he raised his wine glass in a toast, mouth overstuffed with calamari as if the squid was trying to escape, "this is incredible. What could be better than this? To my good friend Riley!" Both Magnolia and Alvin raised their glasses together.
"To Riley!"
Magnolia went back to work coiling each strand of pasta into her oyster shells, and topping them with a dash of sugar and grated cheese. Red tomato sauce adorned her cheeks, earlobe to earlobe, as her silverware and napkin sat accessible but undisturbed. Without warning, the kitchen doors swung open and Mici appeared, wearing a flowing red dress, as radiant and scintillating as ever, maybe even more so. She floated up behind Riley and with a warm smile, placed her hands on his shoulders with a polished elegance, yet startling him. "I just heard your friends were here, Oh, Riley, please introduce me to your friends."
"Of course! Everybody, this is Mici Mantano. She is Mr. Mantano's granddaughter. Mici, this is Donnie my old friend from Boston, this is Alvin my roommate, and this is Magnolia."
"Hello! It is so nice to meet you all. I've heard so much about each of you. And Oh, Magnolia -- such a beautiful name." Mici smiled in Magnolia's direction. Both boys sat up straight and widened their eyes, sucking in their stomachs and puffing out their chests. Magnolia, however, looked like she had encountered a poltergeist. Her eyes were fixed on Mici's hands on Riley's shoulders, and Riley could sense something was wrong, but wasn't sure what it was. Then in an instant Magnolia and Mici's eyes met. Magnolia's cheeks bulged like a squirrel's full of fresh bread and pasta, and to Magnolia's consternation, Mici never ceased smiling. Magnolia tried to swallow with grace without choking, hoping no one would notice. Then she reached for her napkin intending to remove the renegade sauce from her face like a gunfighter might reach for a revolver at a poker game gone wrong.
"It was so nice to meet you all, but I must go back to work. There is much to do. Mangiare Bene!" And Mici slipped back into the kitchen.
"Hey, what was her name again?" Alvin asked.
"Remember what I said about staying single? That was all bullshit. I lied." Donnie cracked. "I am in love. She is gorgeous, dude!" Alvin raised his glass again in support.
"You didn't tell me Mici was pretty," Magnolia added, embarrassed and boiling with jealousy. "Not that it matters, I guess." The boys could almost see the steam rising from her leather-clad body. An uncomfortable pause met them all, and Riley was at a loss for what to say or do next. Alvin, ignorant in all things except the filthy business of women and love, knew what to do and put his arm around Magnolia and drew her body to him.
"You, my dear, are the prettiest lady in this restaurant tonight. Listen to me... Riley tells me every day how pretty you are and how lucky he is to have you. You are nothing compared to that girl, whatever her name is." Alvin released her, and Riley, having never, ever said any such thing to Alvin or anyone else, and having used Alvin's delay to think up a variety of responses, drew Magnolia toward his direction and kissed her on her red sauce splattered cheek. He chose a direct and simple response.
"I love you, no one else." Riley told her. Magnolia smiled.
"You two are sweet," she said. The compliments had diffused her fury for the moment, and the group directed their attention back to the real business at hand -- devouring Americo's prodigious samplings. Magnolia stayed subdued and wounded for the rest of the evening. But before leaving, she found her inner self and slipped the salt and pepper shakers along with a few napkin-wrapped stuffed mushrooms into her purse.
Mr. Mantano gave Riley the rest of the evening off, and the four walked out onto the busy sidewalk. The hustle and bustle of the city was in full swing, as cabs and pedestrians darted in all directions. Riley and Donnie walked out ahead.
"So Donnie, what part of the city do you want to see first?"
"To be honest with you kid, I am beat. It has been a long day. I have a reservation at the Marriott in Times Square. I'm thinking I should go back and crash. Besides, I think you have some work to do." Donnie gazed back at Magnolia who was dragging her feet and pouting, several paces behind.
"Hey Riley, I'll call you in the morning. I plan to stay around a few days. It's good to see you, kid." Alvin overheard the conversation and excused himself, too.
"It's still early, and there's something I want to do. I'll catch up to you two love birds later," Alvin said.
Riley and Magnolia watched their two dinner guests jog off in different directions. The evening was warm and breezy and doused in a hazy moonlight, perfect for a romantic midnight stroll. They walked for a while in an uncomfortable silence.
"Can I ask you something, Riley?" Magnolia began.
"Of course."
"Do you think Mici is pretty?"
It was one of those questions that every girlfriend asks, and every boyfriend loathes, and Riley knew that any answer would be the wrong one. He elected to remain honest, at least for the time being.
"Yes, she is pretty. She is a very pretty girl. But there are lots of pretty girls in New York and in the world, that doesn't mean anything. You're my girlfriend. You're the girl I like to look at and be with."
"Can I ask you another question?
"OK?"
"If she asked you to sleep with her, would you do it? With her?"
"No, absolutely not. That's silly. I would stay loyal to you."
"Do you think I'm being silly?"
"No... no. I guess I can understand why you might ask. She is pretty and most guys wouldn't consider turning her away. I'm just not like that. Plus she's not like that, she's very respectful. In fact, I bet you'd like her once you got to know her. I wouldn't want to hurt you. I love you."
"Can I ask you another question?"
"Then when you introduced me to her... why didn't you introduce me as your girlfriend?"
Riley paused. Didn't he? He thought he did. Maybe he didn't. He wasn't sure.
"Oh, I thought I did. Sure I did."
"No. You said....'and this is Magnolia' like I was your pet gerbil or something."
"Oh, no. I didn't mean that."
"Is that all I am to you? A pet? Am I some kind of trinket or little toy to show off and play with when you get bored? Or am I just here so you can get your rocks off once in a while?"
"Oh, come on. That's not fair."
"So what is fair? That I went out and spent three hundred bucks on this leather outfit and spiked heels to turn you on tonight, just for you, and you never said a word -- not one. Then I get to watch the three of you perverts drool all over yourselves when she walks in the room, and then I have to sit there and watch as that Italian slut moved in on you. And then you tell me she is very pretty. Which part of any of that is fair?!"
Magnolia frowned and her eyes were welling with tears. Riley had never seen her as anything but confident and independent before now. Her insecurity unnerved him, and his heart ached with hers. He had not meant to hurt her.
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