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Hiding from others is easy.
Hiding from yourself is trickier.
Coming of age in rural Western New York in the early 1980s, Greg is the youngest of six in a devout Catholic family. They rely on faith to cope with adversity, including a brother’s congenital hydrocephalus and the father’s alcoholic mood swings. Greg dreams of escape and adventure, mostly through detective stories, which prepares him to tackle the profound mystery he stumbles across—in the bathtub on the second floor.
A fictional detective, Jupiter Jones, provides guidance to explore the clues, but mentorship from a Jesuit priest (an actor with a Hollywood past) ultimately helps Greg reverse his escape path—and solve the mystery between the shadow of “should be” and the light of self-awareness.
This story is dedicated to my brother, Paul, who’s been “offering it up” since the day he was born.
This story is true, recognizing that memory, at best, is subjective. I have taken some author’s liberty with names and details, both to preserve the anonymity of those depicted and make the story more accessible to readers.
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RUNAWAY PLAN: Cincinnati/Day Sixty-Three (1984)
I grabbed Bufford’s keys from the edge of the kitchen counter. Scooping change from my bedroom coin dish into my jeans pocket, I headed down the stairs, two at a time.
I needed to eat.
In the car, I tore out of the Park At Your Own Risk lot. Bufford’s tires spat gravel in my wake. Reaching the grocery store, I headed for the snack aisle. Pulling coins out of my pocket, I counted out five dollars in quarters. I miss Dad’s store, I thought, grabbing at a dollar bag of pretzel rods. On my college budget, I could only afford to add a medium-sized bag of M&Ms and a one-liter bottle of 7-UP. It would be enough.
Rushing through the express lane, I hopped into the front seat of my car and yanked at the candy bag. A jagged slit tore down the side as pieces of chocolate flew onto the floor and disappeared down the crack of the seat.
“Shit!” I swore, trying to contain the rest.
I poured the remaining M&Ms into my car’s drink tray and opened the pretzel bag more carefully. Positioning it on the seat next to me, I began to chew, watching people come and go.
A man and woman rode up on bicycles. They pulled their bikes together, locking them to a pole in front of the store. Two teenage girls giggled as they walked through a group of parking-lot pigeons. An older couple loaded brown grocery bags into the back seat of a station wagon like Dad’s. I could faintly hear them arguing.
Everybody was in pairs. Everybody seemed to know who they were. And how to belong. Everybody except me.
I turned the key in Bufford’s ignition and tore out of the brightly lit lot. Pigeons scattered in my wake.
Continuing to cram pretzel rods into my mouth, I headed down the one-way street, away from our Park at Your Own Risk apartment.
I had to move. I had to think.
I headed toward the river.
Sheena Easton’s Best Kept Secret cassette was still in the stereo. I cranked up the volume and rolled down both front windows.
Streetlights flashed like lightning into the car’s interior as I raced through Cincinnati. I pulled onto Route 50, the five-lane highway that hugged the river’s bank for miles. I pushed harder on Bufford’s accelerator.
The drop-off to the river’s edge increased as I left city limits. Sheena’s driving beat cut through me. I could feel the bass pounding in my chest, in my belly. I was glad there were hardly any other cars on the road.
Thoughts rushed at me as quickly as the night air that whipped past my head. The speedometer jumped as I worked to outrun them.
Route 50 goes all the way to Ocean City. I could go there.
You don’t have enough money for gas, the Jupiter part of my mind whispered.
I thought about the recent conversation with my dad, telling him I wanted to quit college. It conjured the image of him sitting at Big Brick’s kitchen table years before, a glass of scotch in his hand, deciding that I, The Caboose, would be the only one of his children to attend Catholic school.
My stomach groaned.
Other images emerged from the rush around me. The shotgun pointed at my chest during the store robbery. My nightly habit in my Big Brick bedroom. Dead flies trapped in the ceiling fixture.
Shame and fear flushed fresh and bitter into my throat.
Thoughts of my friend, Roy, surfaced. The raft floating on Duck Lake. Hands flailing in the burning van.
Hot tears struggled to flow from the corners of my eyes. I fought them, turning up the radio another notch. I glanced at the mucky water of the Ohio River, but its dark surface reflected only secrets.
Nothing worked. Not quitting college. Not eating my favorite snacks. Not driving eighty miles an hour.
I just couldn’t escape.
“Any truth is better than indefinite doubt.”
~Sherlock Holmes, The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes
Cast of Characters
Gregory Gerard: The baby of the family, a.k.a. The Caboose; a kid whose interests lie in all things mysterious
Darwin Gerard: Greg’s dad; his mellow scotch whiskey persona is known to the family as Drinking Dar
Betty Gerard: Greg’s mom, dubbed The Booker, who won’t have fighting in the house
Gram Gerard: Darwin’s mom; she tells her grandchildren gritty stories even though Betty doesn’t approve
Paul Gerard: Oldest son whose hydrocephalus requires lots of neurosurgery
Molly Gerard: Oldest daughter; Greg’s Cincinnati companion and laughing buddy
Kathy Gerard: The thinnest sibling, never seen without a matching outfit
Mike Gerard: A middle child; when he’s not taunting Greg, he mentors him
Anne Gerard: The tomboy daughter; her boldness earns Mike’s respect
Father McFarland: A parish priest whose confessional inspires obedience
HALF-WAY THROUGH the homily I started to get anxious.
I was wearing the new pale-gray coat I received on my seventh Christmas. It was toasty inside Saint Patrick’s, where the brightly-colored figures on the window glass held the crisp morning outside, yet sent prisms of sunlight to bathe the parishioners in warmth.
Nonetheless, I wore my jacket in the polished wooden pew near the front on the left where we always sat. The coat was my favorite; it had snaps everywhere. I had begun experimenting with the snapping combinations on Christmas morning.
The Gerard clan filled a whole row, like the Dernbecks, who chose the middle right and the McCormicks with their bright red hair, who always came in late and got whatever seat they could.
I sat at the end of the pew, closest to God in His tabernacle, trying to get my arms separated. There were two snaps at the end of each sleeve, designed to make the wrist opening smaller. While Father McFarland spoke passionately about Jesus and His immense love for us, I’d discovered that the right sleeve snaps were a perfect fit to the left and had managed to join all four. Initially pleased with this variation, I now struggled to get my hands free. The game’s appeal diminished exponentially with my wrists bound.
My oldest brother, Paul, the church organist, launched into Faith of Our Fathers as I lifted both arms and yanked. The snaps didn’t yield – but I toppled sideways out of the pew and crashed hard into the center aisle. Hitting the floor with a tremendous thunk, I didn’t move for a moment, adjusting to my new perspective.
I saw mortified faces as my oldest sister, Molly, jumped to help. I watched Father McFarland, his long beige robe billowing, as he stepped down from the altar to assist.
In the brief moments before they rescued me and I sat safely back in the pew, I lay there struggling, awash in embarrassment and shame, knowing that the priest and my family and the congregation and God were all watching me, wondering if I was okay.
I WAS VISITING Gram the day I hatched my runaway plan. At eight, the youngest in our crowded Western New York farmhouse – Big Brick – I was different from the rest of them; I sensed it.
Everybody else seemed meant to be born, but I’d overheard that I was “a surprise.” Everybody else had a regular name, but I went by nicknames: The Caboose to my dad; The Baby to my mom; Greg-ums to the others. Everybody else had a little brother, someone to babysit, boss, or tease. Everybody except me.
I longed to get away through the craggy forest behind our property and discover my own adventure. Something like Nancy Drew or the Hardy Boys might encounter. A place to keep my own secrets.
My grandmother’s living quarters had originally been a two-car garage attached to our laundry room. Before she moved in, Dad and some workers converted the space into a one-bedroom suite with a kitchenette and separate entrance. A bay window in the dining area looked out over the three-tiered lawn. Beyond, an expansive field ended in a grove of fruit trees down by the creek.
Gram was not satisfied.
Dad gave her the initial tour because she was his mom. I tagged along.
She looked at the new appliances and fresh paint, her old-lady golden wig and large white earrings dipping forward in silent evaluation. As he showcased the living room, bedroom, kitchen, and bath, I watched her bracelets slide back and forth loosely on her bony wrists.
When they had seen the entire apartment, she drew back, clasped her hands, and nodded toward the tan walls of the living area. “Now, if ya had it to do over again, would ya have picked that same color?”
I held my breath and watched my father closely, to see if he’d yell. A heavyset man, he could raise his powerful voice to shout or swear at a moment’s notice.
Instead of shouting, he only snapped “Aw, Mom,” and brought the tour to a quick finish. I breathed more easily when he left me and Gram, and returned to our end of the house.
“They put me in the garage,” Gram told me later, her muted tangerine dress gathered about her legs as she sat in the living room. I knew she meant my mom and dad, but it was hard to understand why she didn’t like the place. I had to share a bedroom with my brother, Mike. With five older siblings, somebody was always telling me what to do. To me, her three rooms seemed spacious and private, a place where she could do what she wanted when she wanted.
I visited her often, after school or during summer days, winding down the back hallway of our home, through the laundry room, to the double doors that entered her apartment. She served me maple walnut ice cream when we sat at her small Formica table in front of the bay window. She told true crime stories my mother didn’t approve of, stories of life ending mysteriously for unlucky victims she’d encountered in her eighty years. Kids, dads, drunks – no one escaped the cool hand of death in her tales.
“He was never up to no good,” she shared one day, about a man she’d known a long time ago. “He was a hard man. A drinkin’ man. That night he wandered out on the tracks, he’d been drinkin’, don’t you doubt it.” She stared at me over her gray-framed glasses and stabbed an index finger at my face. “That train came along and good night shirt!”
I recognized one of the strange phrases that often accompanied her stories. Phrases like “Get off my foot!” Or, when she balled her gangly hand into a fist and shook it at someone, “Smella that, Brother.”
My mind spun. A train clacking through the night. The guy – maybe a crook! – crushed like a soda can, right here in our little town. I sat riveted to the chair, soaking up the intrigue between mouthfuls of creamy maple.
I hadn’t been planning to run away. The idea just sprouted one day as I looked out Gram’s bay window at the two hundred acres of farmland beyond the barn. Logistics immediately pushed their way through the folds of my mind: what mysteries I might encounter (find a lost treasure); which direction I would head (north); what gear I might need (a compass).
Gram interrupted my thoughts of escape. “Go into the bedroom and get me the picture with five boys in it,” she instructed. “They took that picture and a week later one of ’em drowned. Good night shirt!”
I located the small frame on top of her sewing table. Reaching for it, I noticed the bottom drawer was not completely shut. A hint of Reese’s orange peeked out at me. I opened the drawer another inch, slowly, so it wouldn’t squeak. There, snuggled against her stationery and envelopes, lay a ten-pack of peanut butter cups. Perfect sustenance for my trip. I looked around the room. The window was open a crack.
I could do it.
As I slid the drawer fully open, my mind saw Father McFarland pull back the tiny window in the confessional at our church, Saint Patrick’s. There in the darkness, I would have to shamefully whisper of my theft, praying the mesh screen masked my identity. He’d whisper back my penance, concern evident in his low tones. Would it be ten Hail Marys? Apologize to my grandmother? Something worse?
I loved most things about church. Mystery peeked out at me from every corner; darkened shadows whispered the secrets of Saints long dead. At Mass, I watched the priest lift his shrouded arms toward Heaven, muttering prayers only God could hear. Desire to be holy like him, like my mother, always flooded me. To be a son of God. To belong.
But the confessional was another story. Whenever I entered the tiny wooden room, I felt embarrassed and exposed. My budding crime came to an abrupt halt. I considered the Reese’s carefully. Was it worth it?
“Do ya see it, Honey?” Gram called from the living room.
“Yeah, I got it.”
I grabbed the frame and, with no time to consider further consequences, the candy as well. I shoved the ten-pack through the narrow gap of the open window. The orange wrapper flashed as it fell to the grass outside.
I handed Gram the frame. She pointed to the different children in the aged photo, including the one who had met with an untimely death. Normally this would hold my attention, but I worried about the peanut butter cups melting in the afternoon sun.
She talked mother’s tears; I pictured tears of chocolate dripping off my candy. I finally told her I had to go and raced through the laundry room to one of Big Brick’s back doors. Outside, I crawled low under her window to snatch the Reese’s. I felt them through the wrapper. They were intact.
I brought the orange package to my bedroom and laid it on my sleeping bag, then gathered more supplies. A pillow, some Hardy Boy books. I looked at the pack and evaluated. It needed a goodbye note.
I sat on the corner of my bed and wrote a long letter to my family, listing how sorry I was to leave, but for them not to miss me. I drew eight round faces – my mom, dad, gram, my five older siblings – and penned streams of tears running down their tiny paper cheeks. There wasn’t a dry eye on the page.
The goodbye note went in with the other supplies. I rolled the sleeping bag into a tight cylinder and hid it in the back of my closet.
The excitement of my impending departure distracted me from the guilt of my theft. I did worry that Gram would miss the candy and tell my dad but, as two days passed, the paternal wrath I anticipated never materialized. I continued to imagine my adventure, waiting for the right opportunity to escape.
The next morning I woke to rain, a steady, pounding curtain of water on the upstairs windows. Using the delay of weather to tighten my plan, I decided to add a map to my runaway kit. On my adventure, I’d travel further than our rural twin towns, Palmyra and Macedon, known as Pal-Mac to the locals, where I’d lived all my life. Heading to the downstairs bookshelves, I pulled out a thin road atlas – which promised Up-To-Date Construction Information in a little yellow bubble – and carried it upstairs.
Opening my bedroom door, I discovered Mike and Anne, my brother and sister, sitting in the center of the carpet.
Mike was six years my senior and wiser about everything. He wore his brown hair short and straight-cut across the bangs, giving him a serious, tough-guy edge. He wrestled at school – which showed in the tight bulge of his arm muscles.
Just a year younger than Mike, Anne was often at his side. My tomboy sister, her hair hung in a long dark splash to her shoulders, curling slightly near the ends, as if in defiance to the straightness of the rest. Her boldness earned my brother’s respect. I envied her.
My sleeping bag lay between them on the floor, unrolled. Mike had my goodbye note in his hand and was reading it aloud.
They were in hysterics.
“What – is – your – problem?” he asked, barely able to get the words out.
I reached for the note, my face flushing with familiar warmth. He held it toward me, waving it back and forth. I grabbed, missed, then snatched it from him. I tore it up quickly.
“So you’re gonna run away?” Anne transitioned from laughter to concern.
My meticulous plan evaporated into embarrassment.
“NO,” I said.
The impact was gone – now that they knew about it. Besides, it was really raining outside, and the reality of sleeping on soggy grass diluted the portrait of my grand escape.
“Where’d you get the peanut butter cups?” Anne interrupted my thoughts.
“At the store,” I said, mentally adding lying to the list I’d review with Father McFarland, as Mike tore open the package and divided the spoils among us.
RUNAWAY PLAN: Cincinnati/Day One (1984)
My sister, Molly, and I arrived in Cincinnati, my college destination, nine hours after pulling out of Big Brick’s driveway. I welcomed the chance to get away from the turmoil that tightened my insides.
The downtown skyline was brightly lit. A huge suspension bridge stretched out across the Ohio River, connecting Cincinnati to Kentucky. The dark, slow water drew my attention.
I’d read about the river back at high school. One of the deepest waterways in the country, it rumbled through Ohio on its way to the Mississippi. I wondered how many secrets had been swallowed up in its murky depths.
I turned my attention to the lighted skyline. My sister had described the city to me in letters and over the phone. In person, the buildings loomed much taller than anything we had back in Rochester.
“Holy crap,” I said.
“Pretty cool, huh?” Molly said. “I love living in a big city.”
She gave street directions to the apartment she’d picked out for us at the beginning of the summer. The closer we got, the more trash I saw scattered along the curbs.
A few people loitered in front of a massive brick apartment building. Carved stone trim framed the many windows, but it was crumbled and cracked, like some of the surrounding bricks.
“Welcome home.” Molly pointed. “Turn right in here!”
“Just ignore the Park at Your Own Risk sign,” she continued as we entered the lot. “I’ve been here for months and there haven’t been any problems.”
Was she serious? We’d never had a sign like that back in Pal-Mac. I parked and looked around. The beat-up, rusty cars with their Ohio license plates made my car, Bufford, a ’77 Plymouth Fury, look out of place and unwelcome. I knew how he felt.
I glanced at all my belongings in the backseat and groaned. My sister had prepared me for the long haul up four flights. The elevator hadn’t worked since she moved in.
Molly got out and we surveyed the pile together. “Okay, let’s just take up the stuff we really need right now and leave the rest for later,” she suggested.
I reached in and selected my Sheena cassettes, the Xavier University orientation packet, and my suitcase. Molly grabbed the nearest box, stuffed with clothes.
Before locking the car, I draped a couple of tee shirts across the rest of the load in the back seat. I tried to arrange them as though I had thrown them there by accident. Jupiter Jones, my favorite detective, would have taken more elaborate precautions to thwart potential crooks, but I made do.
“Just in case,” I said.
We climbed two lengthy flights, then stopped, gasping for breath. As the two heaviest Gerard children, we looked at each other and began to laugh at our lack of fitness. “I guess nobody’s gonna mistake me for Mary Lou Retton,” Molly joked. Our laughter increased, making the next two flights even more difficult.
At the top, Molly unlocked a plain wooden door and both of us plopped down at her kitchen table.
“This – is – the – kitchen,” she gasped out, waving her hand around. I detected a faint turpentine smell.
“Have you – been painting?” My lungs began to fill normally again. She stood and, opening the cupboard above the sink, pulled out a small jar. Several paint-brush handles stuck out. The smell intensified.
“Yeah, I painted the kitchen in June and I was soaking the brushes. I sorta forgot about ’em.” The giggles returned, a hot, anxious release after the long day on the road – and, for me, the meaning behind the trip.
I walked to the first room down the hall, my bedroom. The twelve-foot ceiling soared above a mammoth fireplace encased in marble. A beat-up brown couch sat facing the marble. Molly pointed to it.
“I pulled the couch outta the trash last week. I thought you might want it. Danny helped me carry it up. He’s our upstairs neighbor. You can meet him later.” I sat, sinking deep into the couch until only my legs and torso were visible.
“So what’s it feel like to be in your first apartment?” she asked, sinking a comparable depth into the opposite end.
“It’s pretty awesome,” I said, surveying the space. “Show me the rest of the place.” We struggled to eject ourselves from the couch.
More laughter.
In the next room, clothes were strewn everywhere, an ironing board standing sentinel above them. “I always wanted to have a big enough place to set up the iron and not have to take it down,” Molly said, walking further to a small bend in the hall. “When I got to this point, I knew this was the place!”
Beyond the bend, the apartment stretched on for another thirty feet, ending in floor-to-ceiling windows.
“Holy crap!” I said for the second time that day.
“Bathroom, living room, my bedroom,” she checked them off with her fingers as we continued the tour. “You can tell it used to be a pretty ritzy apartment building, but since the neighborhood has gone down a bit, it’s spacey – and in my price range.”
I looked out one of the tall windows. A couple of guys dressed in ripped jeans and dirty tee shirts sat on the curb far below. I thought of the robberies at our father’s store. “Do you feel safe here?”
“Yeah, it’s been fine. The landlord and his wife live right next door and Danny lives upstairs, so I feel safe. I just love that it’s so big! We can co-egg-zist but each have our own space.”
I caught my sister’s enthusiasm and we made dinner plans to celebrate our new place. I welcomed the distraction from the thoughts that choked my introspective moments.
Thoughts about Roy’s death.
Thoughts about my own damnation.
Chapter Two: Prickers and Fudge (1974 continued)
AS AN ALTERNATIVE to running away, I spent the next month making mini-treks through the two hundred acres behind Big Brick. My dog, Pete, our collie-beagle puppy, accompanied me on every trip. I loved the solitude of the outdoors – a contrast to our active household.
We were eight in total – Mom, Dad, and six kids. Nine, if you counted Gram. “We’re like The Brady Bunch,” I once pointed out to my brother, Mike. “Except our order is wrong, boy, girl, girl, boy, girl, boy,” I compared us to my ideal TV family, seeking a pattern, as was my habit. “Paul, Molly, Kathy, Mike, Anne. And then me – I’m the last Gerard.”
“The Brady Bunch are queers,” Mike snapped.
Our property fostered nature in every direction: a pear tree with a hollow center near the creek; cattails and field grass circling the pond; a tangled patch of shoulder-high thistles behind the garage. The latter confounded my father. He and Mom wanted a swimming pool in place of the prickly weeds.
My dad attacked the area with vigor, using the bulldozer he’d purchased to assist with ongoing renovations at Big Brick. His balding head gleamed as he dozed the thistles to the ground, spreading the displaced earth in even layers across the bumpy acres behind Big Brick. One of the guys who’d helped build Gram’s apartment rode a small tractor behind him and spread grass seed.
Four weeks later, Dad exploded with rage when he discovered that the thistles, bulldozed into apparent oblivion, had seeded with the new grass. Spiky fronds pushed up everywhere among the fuzzy clumps of green. Two acres of prickers. I watched from the safety of the garage as my father kicked at the unfriendly weeds with his heavy work shoes. Pete hung at my side, whining softly.
Dad launched into one of his rants, yelling about Murphy’s Law, his face twisted into a fierce scowl. After a few minutes, he headed in my direction. I pretended to be organizing our croquet set as he entered the garage.
I wondered why Dad got so angry so often. Was he mad because Gram acted like he never did anything right? Mom had told me a few things about my father’s childhood. That his own dad had left town when he was twelve, right after the divorce. How it was just him and Gram during the Depression. How he’d played piano in the local bar when he was fourteen. When he’d started drinking.
He’d flown a bomber in World War II, but he rarely talked about that. Mostly, when he wasn’t yelling, he sat at the dining room table in the evenings, drinking scotch whiskey and writing long letters to his relatives in California – the great aunts and uncles I had never met. He never yelled when he drank. Instead, he became a mellow talker, using big, formal phrases like “considering your command of the English language” and “I’ll accept that course of action.”
We called this version of my father Drinking Dar, a shortcut of his first name, Darwin, to reflect the change in his personality. After just one glass of whiskey, his vocabulary trebled and smooth words flowed from his mouth – although he often didn’t remember what we had talked about the next day. Drinking Dar never made my stomach feel tight.
Entering the garage, my father scrounged through the piles of lawn equipment and pulled out a wooden pole with a metal fork at one end. Dad turned toward me. I noticed his scowl had softened, as it always did after one of his rants.
“I got a job for you, Caboose. I’ll pay you a penny for each pricker you pick.” He led me outside and demonstrated. “Just stick the business end into the ground like this.” In response to his quick jab, a thistle popped from the ground like the head of a dandelion flicked off by a thumbnail. “You have to get the root or it’ll just grow back.” He looked at me. “You have any questions before I run some errands?” I shook my head.
My father handed me the tool and climbed into his station wagon. I watched him pull out of the winding drive and felt a guilty sense of relief that often accompanied his exits.
I thrust the metal groove into the ground and began my tally. A penny a pricker. The sun intensified as I worked; the day was a scorcher. I spotted Gram in her bay window. We both waved. Maybe she knows a story about somebody who was stabbed to death with a pricker-picker, I thought. Good night shirt.
An hour later, I reached my first hundred. A dollar. I leaned on the tool, feeling a chapping in my palms from the rough wooden handle. Pete had retired to the cool shade of the garage.
Mom stuck her head out of Big Brick’s back door and called for me to come inside. “See ya later, boy,” I waved to Pete. More wagging.
Our house was quieter than usual today. Molly, who’d just enrolled in nursing school, had gone to the mall to buy a uniform. Kathy, my sister who refused to be seen without a matching outfit, went along for the shopping opportunity. Mike and Anne had left hours earlier, riding their bikes toward town. And Paul, the organist at Saint Patrick’s, was playing a wedding.
“How’s it going?” my mother asked when I came into the kitchen.
“Good – I picked one hundred so far!”
“Good for you, Honey.”
“My hands are a little sore,” I said, holding them out in front of me.
“You should probably wear some gloves. But you go ahead and take a break for now. You’re not going to get them all in one day.” She looked down at me. “I’m going to make some fudge and I thought you’d like to help.”
“You bet!” I shouted. Mom smiled at my enthusiasm. In our family, making fudge was a ritual almost as sacred as attending Mass.
“Wash your hands,” she instructed.
Dousing my hands in the sink’s soapy water, I rinsed quickly, then pulled a chair toward our countertop range. I watched my mother closely. Her ample day dress fluttered as she turned from the stove to reach into the cupboard. Her brown hair was shorter than any of my sisters, but it had the same Gerard thickness. Hints of gray peeked out from all over her head.
Mom matched my father in girth, but never in temperament. Instead, she often laughed and sang. “Sing with me,” she coaxed as she pulled sugar and vanilla down from the cupboard. We launched into the family favorites, including You Wore a Tulip and Good Night, Ladies.
My mother heaped cocoa and butter into the fudge pan. I studied the swirl patters while she stirred the batter. Our red-and-white checkered pot holder lay on the counter nearby. My finger flicked the burn mark on its corner, a reminder of the time Dad had been drinking and had caught the pot holder on fire.
It had been a hasty accident – a quick flame, a quick douse under the faucet – but, like the blackened edge of the pot holder, its effects had lingered. Now whenever my father pulled out the whiskey bottle and puttered around the stove, I saw my mother keep an extra eye on him.
When the fudge mixture bubbled to the correct rhythm, Mom poured the gooey mass onto a platter and handed me the nearly empty pan. She gathered the other utensils and turned to the sink. “Good cooks clean up as they go,” she instructed.
I worked at the fudge pan with a spoon for awhile, scooping out every trace of chocolate. Surrendering it for washing, my focus turned to the fudge platter. I stared at the shiny blob, willing it to solidify. “Did you eat fudge when you were a kid?” I asked her.
She looked over from the sink where she was elbow-deep in sudsy water.
“Yes, Honey. It was the Depression when I was little, so nobody had any money. But we always had the supplies for fudge. We’d make a batch every Friday night.
“We had to make a lot of sacrifices back then, but Dad was a salesman and Mum – that’s your Gramma Trudy; you never knew her – she was a nurse, so we were luckier than some people. Dad and Mum always found work.
“There were six of us kids and I slept on a little square blanket on the floor of my brother John’s room.” She stopped lifting the dishes out of the sink and stared out the window. The afternoon sun lit her dark hair with a soft glow, like the halo around the Blessed Mother’s statue at Saint Patrick’s.
She looked at me and smiled. “Enjoy yourself, Kiddo. It goes so fast,” she said, taking a seat and slicing the fudge into chunks.
When we’d each had a couple of pieces and all the dishes were cleaned and dried, I headed into the adjoining family room. My favorite cartoon, The Flintstones, was just beginning. I flicked on the TV while Mom pulled out her car keys. “Greg, I’ve got to run some errands. Gram is back in her apartment if you need anything. And the other kids should be home pretty soon. Okay?”
“Okay,” I said, barely glancing up from the television. Mom kissed my head and left.
Fifteen minutes into The Flintstones, I heard Big Brick’s front door bash open against its frame as it sometimes did when the east wind picked up.
“Goddamn it!” I heard my father yell.
My gut seized.
There was a clattering crash as though someone had dumped a load of cans onto the slate floor of the foyer. The family room door, a thick slab of solid oak, burst open. It swung rapidly on its antique cast-iron hinges, the doorknob striking the wall just below the family crucifix. Jesus’ body gave a little jerk as the door rebounded.
Dad entered, his face twisted tight, his bushy eyebrows jutting toward me. “What’re you doing?” he growled. He clutched an empty grocery sack in his right hand. The bottom was ripped wide open.
“Watching Flintstones,” I said.
“Well, get outside! I told you to work on those prickers!” He slapped at the TV’s power switch. The image of Fred and Barney blinked out, leaving a small dot in the center of the screen.
My father came at me. I jumped out of my mom’s rocker, my stomach completing the square knot it had begun with the crash of the front door.
He grabbed my arm and yanked me toward the back hall. “March!” he commanded, wrenching the back door wide. Thrusting me through, he kicked at me, landing a quick smack on my bottom, then slammed the door shut behind me.
I didn’t fall, but my rear end burned with the sting of his shoe. I stood for a moment, blinking at the brilliant afternoon. Tears welled in my eyes.
Pete appeared from the open garage doorway and greeted me enthusiastically. His sandpaper tongue dragged across my face, helping my stomach to settle.
Reconsidering my runaway plan, I returned to the prickers. Two hours passed before my mother pulled into the driveway and I felt safe enough to go back inside our house.
RUNAWAY PLAN: Cincinnati/Day Two (1984)
The next morning, Molly led me upstairs and knocked on the door of the apartment directly above us. A young blond man answered. A bounding German shepherd pushed past him into the hall. “Danny, I want you to meet my brother, Greg,” she said.
“Hi Greg!” he shook my hand. I drank in his blue eyes, his sweet smile, his worn jeans. Could he be gay? I wasn’t sure how to tell. Jupiter Jones had never taught me that deductive skill.
“Hi,” I returned his handshake, trying not to stare.
“And this is Chauncey,” Molly said as the dog jumped at me, demanding my attention. I got to my knees and tried to greet Danny’s energetic pet.
“Hi Chauncey!” I said. He heard his name and landed on me, his tongue drenching my face. I thought of my own dog, Pete, and our twilight walks back at home. The memory tugged at my heart, but I fought it. I was done with home; this was college; this was my escape.
I had eight days before classes began, but I wanted to scope out the Xavier campus. Like any good detective.
Telling my sister I’d catch up with her later, I popped Sheena’s Best Kept Secret cassette into Bufford’s player and headed to Xavier University. I sang along enthusiastically with my favorite songs – Telefone, Almost Over You, Let Sleeping Dogs Lie.
I neared my new school. A plush carpet of grass surrounded the entire campus. At the center, a brick castle-like string of buildings towered above a long, sloping hill. It was much bigger than McQuaid, my Jesuit high school back home.
From inside the car, I mentally ticked off the locations I’d seen on my orientation map. Football field. Student parking. Chapel. On paper, everything had seemed orderly and close.
In person, it was immense.
On the way home I picked up a five-scoop sundae from a Cincinnati ice cream shop. Alone at the apartment, I devoured the ice cream.
Later, I packed my journal, beach towel, and Sheena cassettes into my book bag. I climbed two more flights up the stairwell, walkman in hand, and headed to the roof.
Molly had done some sunbathing up there. She told me the roof was available to all tenants. I prayed none of them were up there today. I wanted to be alone. I wanted to think.
I cracked open the door at the top of the stairs and stepped out. Silvery tar covered the surface – to reflect the sun, I guessed. It felt hot against my bare feet, but the peaceful stillness immediately overrode the sting. Other than a few pigeons, who skittered away at my approach, I was the only one there.
Our building stood taller than the others in the neighborhood, so I could see for miles in every direction. The downtown skyline and river to the south. The hint of green hills to the north.
The quiet reminded me of the field behind Big Brick’s barn. Despite my efforts to move on, a heavy wave of longing washed over me, intensified beyond the levels I’d learned to cope with. The image of the Jesuit castle on the hill flooded my mind.
I spread the towel and lay in the warm sun, wondering what college would be like. And, even if I were careful, whether my secret would be found out.
Chapter Three: Secrets (1974 continued)
MOM CARRIED FORWARD the theme of self-sacrifice from her childhood to our household. If we grumbled about having too much homework or complained about jobs that Dad assigned us around Big Brick, she would gently encourage us to offer it up.
As Catholics, we knew that God welcomed our smallest sacrifices: for the conversion of sinners on Earth; for the saving of souls in Purgatory; for the preparation of our own hearts to receive Jesus in Holy Communion. When something was unpleasant and unchangeable, it was to be offered up to Heaven.
I had some personal experience with Catholic sacrifice. The previous spring, I discovered a book on the downstairs bookshelves: Our Lady of Fatima. In just a couple of days, I devoured the story of the Blessed Virgin – Jesus’ mom – visiting three children in Portugal back in 1917. Each of them had seen Our Lady floating on a cloud while they knelt by a stone. They’d been entrusted with secrets, just like something out of Nancy Drew, except real.
The kids in the book made sacrifices to help the souls of sinners everywhere. They wore wool against their skin and suffered itchy consequences. They slept on boards and didn’t complain about being tired. Instead, they offered it up.
The story fascinated me. I wanted to do my part, to help the sinners’ souls. And maybe, if I tried the same thing, the Blessed Mother would appear and tell me secrets.
In the barn, I found a couple of thin boards. I sneaked them into the house when Mike wasn’t around and placed them underneath the bottom sheet on my bed. I got to my knees. “God, I promise to sleep on these boards for the conversion of sinners,” I whispered.
The wood was stiff and the edges jutted up through the cotton, pressing into my stomach and hip. I repositioned the boards long ways, so my body would fit on a single slab. That was a little better.
I slept restlessly for a few nights. The fourth night, Mom tucked me in. She touched the bed and felt the hardness.
“What’s this?” she asked me.
I explained what I was doing.
“Oh no, Honey, that’s not necessary, God doesn’t expect you to do that.”
We removed the boards and she kissed me goodnight. As I lay back on the soft sheets, I reconsidered the whole situation. It seemed that God did want the kids in Fatima to make sacrifices like that – and they were only my age. Plus, Mom was the one who taught us to offer things up in the first place.
Nonetheless, she said not to sleep on the boards and, other than Father McFarland, she was the holiest person I knew, so I listened.
If desire for holiness didn’t provide enough incentive, Mom had a second line of defense to stave off our grumbling. “Think of what Paul’s been through,” she’d say. That always brought us to a quick stop. Our oldest brother had problems that eclipsed any complaints we could muster.
I knew Paul had indentations on his skull from brain surgery, but I wasn’t clear on the details. One day in our shared bedroom, I asked Mike about it.
Setting down the barbells he’d been assembling, he looked straight at me. “When Paul was six weeks old, his head got really big and his eyes started going from side to side. Mom and Dad rushed him to the hospital and found out he had hydrocephalus. Do you know what that is?”
I’d heard the word around our house. A lot. “Not really.” I lay across my bedspread and listened as Mike continued.
“That means your brain doesn’t drain fluid the way it’s supposed to. It makes your head get really big and it’ll kill you if you don’t relieve the pressure. He was probably born with it.”
His voice lowered. “That’s when the miracle happened.”
I sat up straight. Miracles were like mysteries.
“When Paul was a baby, only three doctors in the whole United States knew how to put in a shunt. That’s the tube Paul has inside him to drain fluid off his brain. The miracle is that God had one of those doctors right at Paul’s hospital in Rochester.”
“Wow!”
“When he was little, he had to go back for a lot of surgeries to get his shunt to work right. It was such a new thing, it would sometimes back up. They had to try different ways to make it work. At one point, they even drilled a little hole in his skull to let the fluid drain off if the pressure got too much. The spot used to swell up like a ping pong ball whenever he got a headache and he’d just pump it up and down. Whatever was clogging his shunt would clear out and the lump would go down.”
“Is that why he’s got a dent on the top of his head?”
“Yeah, that’s where the hole is.” Mike picked up the barbells and continued their assembly. I sensed the end of the story.
My brother looked at me as I stood. He paused, then spoke. “That’s why Mom’s so protective of him, you know,” he added. “When he has headaches or throws up, she gets worried that he might have to go back to the hospital. And she’d always afraid that he might hurt his head by lifting heavy stuff or tripping and falling.” I nodded in understanding. I’d seen our mother fuss over Paul many times.
???
A month after my father kicked me out the back door, our backyard was pricker-free – thanks to a chemical weed treatment by the local garden store. Dad had finally called them after I’d picked twenty-three dollars worth with no discernable progress.
Lush grass now circled Big Brick, the newly installed pool, and our willow and maple trees, stretching long and green toward the barn. At our lawn’s borders, overgrown fields extended in every direction. Beyond that, stalks of corn sloped in gentle rows past the pond up to the edge of the forest. A farmer from down the road owned the cornfield; he spent every spring tilling and planting with his tractor.
Together, Pete and I spent July searching the entire property for crooks or buried treasure. Things like the Hardy Boys always found. So far, the only evidence I’d discovered was three lonely boards – a makeshift ladder – nailed to a huge maple tree at the forest’s edge. Maybe kids had once built a tree house there. Or maybe thieves had used the tree for a lookout. Back before I was born.
Throughout our investigation, no other mysteries surfaced, which is why my brother’s bet took me off guard. Mike bet me twenty dollars that there was a secret room somewhere inside our barn.
I considered his proposition carefully. I only had twenty-three dollars – my pricker funds – in my account at the Macedon branch of the Rochester Savings Bank. I’d worked too hard for this money to part with such a significant chunk unnecessarily.
Experience had taught me to be cautious around my brother. At eight years old to his fourteen, I often worked to convince him I was a capable sidekick, like Joe Hardy was to Frank. Circumstances had encouraged the opposite.
When he’d insisted I ride shotgun on the snowmobile the previous winter, I cried, convinced I’d fly off during one of his speedy turns. When we’d cleaned the cellar that spring, I ran from a spider, even after he’d yelled at me to be brave.
Betting ground seemed safer territory, especially considering the detecting Pete and I had accomplished. Granted, twenty dollars was a lot of money, but I wouldn’t lose any limbs or be poisoned by some vengeful tarantula.
I accepted his challenge.
We headed outside and approached the barn’s main entrance. My brother slid back one of the massive wooden doors as daylight showered the interior.
The barn had once been used for dairy production, but only hints of the former occupants remained. A rusted neck clamp. The smell of petrified dung. Now our family used the space to store extra belongings. Mike and I stepped around boxes of Dad’s tools, Gram’s spare furniture, and Mom’s record albums. We climbed a ladder to the next level.
Most of the second floor was wide open – like the insides of an armored dinosaur. The frame of the tin ceiling was visible; no drywall covered the guts. Very little natural light permeated the darkness, with only two small windows at either end, fifty feet above our heads. Twin ceiling bulbs fought unsuccessfully to illuminate what the windows couldn’t.
Pigeons had roosted in the rafters over the years. They rustled nervously at our entrance. Mike stopped and gave a loud “HEY!” which reverberated in the cavernous space. The satisfying sound of flapping rose in a crescendo as the birds relocated to the south end of the barn. Darkness masked their flight.
I turned to face my brother. “Okay, where’s this secret room?” I said, trying to sound like a tough negotiator. In response, my brother led me to the raised platform at the north end of the second floor. We called this area “the stage.”
I’d never had the nerve to venture onto the stage’s surface. Instead of nailed-down flooring like the rest of the upstairs, the stage looked hastily assembled. Long planks lay loose across the stage’s support beams. Bare holes between the planks showed light from the first floor – holes big enough to stuff a kid’s body through. Through them, I could see the first floor fifteen feet below. Enough of a drop to make my skull as lumpy as Paul’s.
The stairway to the stage consisted of three short boards nailed to a rickety wooden frame. I tested the first. It creaked under my weight. “I’m not sure about this,” my voice cracked as my Hardy Boy resolve diminished.
Mike worked his way across the stage. I made it to the second, then third stair, imagining how my head would look cracked apart on the cement below, goo flowing freely from the gash. Gram would retell the story for years to come. “Good night shirt!” would become my epitaph.
“Come on!” Mike pressured me. “It’s safe. I’ve been up here before. You just have to stay over the supports.” He stepped carefully, always keeping his weight directly above one of the massive support beams. I watched as he reached his goal: a half-wall on the far side of the stage, which hid the area beyond.
“See?” he said, reaching a wooden ladder on the far wall. He looked back at me and lost his patience. “Greg, why are you so scared all the time?! I wouldn’t tell you to do it if it wasn’t okay!” He turned away and started up the rungs.
Weighing the humiliation of my brother’s disappointment against the image of my brains splattered on concrete, I gingerly stepped onto the planks. I advanced in small, precise steps, ensuring I didn’t come close to any of the gaping holes. My stomach remained a tight knot across the short distance. Reaching the far side, I hugged the built-in ladder in relief.
“Come on up!” Mike said. “We’re almost there.”
Securely fastened ladders seemed less frightening in comparison. I climbed to the top of the half-wall and discovered a twin ladder on the opposite side. It led down into darkness. My brother had already climbed to the bottom and had flicked on the flashlight he’d brought. With the stage crossing behind me, the intrigue of a secret room quelled the panic in my gut.
I crawled down the ladder into the deep wooden well, holding tightly to each rung. Reaching my foot out, I tested the floor. Dirt covered the bottom like a rug; I had to push it around with my shoe to find the solid boards beneath. A swirl of dust shot into the flashlight beam as a sneezing fit seized me.
My brother laughed at me. “You gonna make it?”
“Yeah,” I said, holding my nose to stave off more sneezes.
My curiosity overrode the threat of insects lurking in the pitch-black space. It was as good as any hidden room I’d ever read about in a mystery story! In our current location, we couldn’t be seen from any point inside or outside of the barn. If we stayed absolutely quiet, nobody could hear us. Crooks on my tail might search for hours in vain.
We walked around, dust rising in a thick cloud from our movements. I kept a clamp-hold on my nose as Mike measured the distance across the space with his stride. “I’d say it’s about twelve feet by twelve feet. Pretty good, huh? Whattya think?”
“It’s great!” I said. “How did it get here?”
“These were grain bins back when this was a cow barn. There’s three of them total, but this is the biggest one. It makes a pretty good secret room, huh?” I nodded and sneezed at the same time.
My brother laughed again. “Well, you lose the bet,” he reminded me. “I know you only have twenty-three dollars in the whole world, so I guess you don’t have to pay me.”
I smiled to myself. Frank Hardy often looked out for Joe’s best interests. Once in awhile, Mike did the same for me.
“It’s great!” I said again, imagining the bin filled with grain. Maybe a farmhand had once fallen in. Maybe he’d suffocated. My neck hair bristled appreciatively.
The dust began to settle as we stopped our exploring. Mike held the flashlight beneath his chin, casting a fierce shadow across his features. “Greg Gerard is a boy retard,” he moaned in a raspy voice.
I punched his muscled arm. “You know Mom said not to say ‘retard’!” Mom never let us use that word. Especially around Paul.
Mike shined the flashlight into my eyes as if in defiance of Mom’s authority, then resumed the below-the-chin position. “Wanna know another secret?” he whispered.
“Okay,” I said.
My brother leaned closer. “Do you know how a mom and a dad make a baby?” he asked.
I stared at him, searching for a clue, but his expression remained superior and indifferent. From his tone, I suspected this secret was something naughtier than a hidden room in the barn.
I turned the clues over in my mind. Married people had babies. Didn’t it just happen after you got married? I imagined my parents trying to make a baby. I knew they slept in the same bed. I’d seen them both in the bathroom once with no clothes on, getting ready to go out to dinner. Maybe – hmmm. I envisioned my mom and dad standing naked, rubbing their bottoms together, cooking up another kid.
I shook my head.
He shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe I shouldn’t tell you. After all…you are only eight.”
“Come on!” I yelled, louder than was allowed indoors. Whenever our voices rose in volume inside Big Brick, Mom reminded us of her main rule: “I won’t have fighting in this house!” Here in the barn, we were safe to be as loud as we wanted.
“Well…I guess it’s okay…” he offered one final tease, then began to explain how it all worked. Penises and vaginas. Sperm and egg. My eyes widened. It sounded silly – and bizarre.
“You’re making this up!” I said.
“Greg, I am not!” Athough I didn’t always agree with my brother, I could sense when he was lying. This was the truth.
I relented, trying to imagine a girl touching me down there. My stomach grumbled.
“That’s gross,” I said out loud. Mike laughed.
We climbed out of the secret room and made our way slowly back across the stage. I continued to offer passionate objections to what he’d told me. My brother laughed again. “You’ll understand about making babies when you get older,” he assured me. “You’ll want to do it.”
I deferred to his older wisdom but, listening to the anxious rustling of the pigeons far above our heads, I wondered.
“One should always look for a possible alternative, and provide against it.
It is the first rule of criminal investigation.”
~Sherlock Holmes, The Return of Sherlock Holmes
Cast of Characters
Caroline: Greg’s new neighbor; her parents’ sex book is hidden in the guest room drawer
Sister Helen: Her guitar playing brings Greg closer to his favorite movie, The Sound of Music
Adam: Greg’s grammar-school best friend who can’t resist the game of Truth or Dare
Father Fredricks: A dour priest whose lesson on masturbation leaves little room for pleasure
Father Deckman: His friendly laugh charms parishioners
Jupiter Jones: The brainy, overweight kid detective in The Three Investigators mystery series; Greg emulates him at every opportunity
Merk: An opinionated bus driver and self-proclaimed karate expert
Gaila: A first date for Greg; the afternoon begins with popcorn and ends with vomit
Father Jameson: A religion teacher whose eyebrows convey the sin of Sodom
John: Greg’s high school buddy who just can’t make it to class on time
Chapter Four: The Nature of Sexuality (1977)
“NOTHING SOUNDS HOLLOW,” I said to Caroline, my newest friend. She glanced up at me from the floor, where she’d been crawling around examining the knotty pine baseboards.
Caroline and her parents had moved into the cobblestone house across the street from Big Brick several months earlier. In contrast to our full-figured family, they were all bone-thin. A small bowl of brown hair, almost blonde, cupped Caroline’s head. Although she was three years younger than I, we’d discovered a mutual interest in Nancy Drew mysteries and had quickly become friends.
Just like Big Brick, her house was built in the 1840s. At school, while studying the Civil War, I’d learned that our towns, Macedon and Palmyra, were active in the Underground Railroad. The teacher assured us it wasn’t something actually beneath the soil – that “Underground Railroad” meant slaves traveled through our towns from the South to freedom in Canada.
Regardless, I couldn’t help wondering if someone just might have constructed a complex network of tunnels to help the travelers along their journey. It could be Western New York’s biggest secret.
Caroline and I adopted the mission to search our houses for defunct passageways. Finding a hidden tunnel – a cobweb-ridden staircase, a squirreled-away map – would almost be like solving a mystery.
Her parents had worked to keep the look and feel of nineteenth century America, preserving original woodwork and window glass, filling their house with antique furniture and lace coverlets. In the museum-like atmosphere, a secret passageway seemed within our grasp.
Today we concentrated on their guest room. In response to my report about hollow walls, Caroline nodded, stood, and brushed off her corduroys. She shut the door and set the latch into its notch. “You wanna see something?” she asked.
“Sure,” I said, my investigative senses on full alert.
Approaching the room’s dresser, she eased open the lowest drawer and searched under a stack of bed sheets. Out came a fat book, the size my mom sometimes put on our coffee table. When I saw the title, my eyes expanded.
The Nature of Sexuality.
On the cover, a black and white photo showed a man and a woman hugging. I could tell they had no clothes on, although their private parts weren’t showing.
“Oh my gosh!” I whispered.
Caroline giggled. She glossed over the text at the beginning and opened to a full-page photo. A man and a woman lay naked on a bed.
In this picture, their privates were showing.
I felt my cheeks flush with warmth. “What is this doing here?” I asked.
“My mom bought it to teach me about sex,” she said. “She showed it to me once, then stored it in here.”
My eyes opened wide enough to twitch. “Are you serious?”
“Yeah, my parents believe that kids should learn stuff like this at home. And the right name for things. Like a penis,” she said, pointing at the next page.
I stared at the nude photos. My own body stirred below the belt in a way that I’d only recently become familiar with. For the last few months, my mornings had included a strange and pleasant swelling down there. Sometimes, if it happened during the night, I’d wake and stand at the toilet for drowsy, torturous minutes, waiting for the hardness to recede so I could pee.
I hadn’t talked about this with anyone. I definitely didn’t want it to happen around Caroline – a girl – but I didn’t know how to stop it.
My discomfort grew.
As a diversion, I flipped the page. A close-up displayed the woman’s face, lips pursed, near the man’s crotch. I had no doubt what part of him she meant to kiss.
“Oh – my – gosh.”
Her mom had shown this book to her? Mounting tension above my belt stifled the excitement below. Caroline was only eight. That seemed too young to be learning this stuff. I was eleven. I could handle it better.
We paged through the rest of the book, showing the woman’s pregnant belly, then a child, and finally a whole family – mom, dad, boy, girl – all in black-and-white nakedness. My body relaxed as the pictures became less sexual. The people still paraded across the pages without clothes but, by the end, all four of them stood in the living room hugging as a family.
Caroline closed the book and nestled it back among the spare sheets. We returned to our search for secret passageways but, in the pit of my stomach, I struggled to shake the feeling that we’d done something wrong.
Maybe Adam, my best friend at my new Catholic school, would have some words of wisdom about The Nature of Sexuality.
???
After the boards-in-the-bed incident, Mom had talked to Dad about switching me from public school to Saint Michael’s, a Catholic grammar school in Arcadia, two towns away. Over a glass of scotch whiskey, he’d pronounced that it seemed like a proper decision considering my scholastic aptitude and propensity toward religion. Drinking Dar talk.
Preparations began in earnest. At Saint Michael’s, boys were required to wear blue or brown slacks and white, gold, or blue golf-knit shirts – all the approved colors.
Mom took me to Country Clothiers, a clothing store in town where she knew the clerk. He was a short guy with closely cropped brown hair. I didn’t like the way his hair and side burns hugged his head like a helmet or the fact that he talked only to my mom.
“Saint Michael’s, huh?” he said with a crooked smile. His inflection on huh sounded conspiratorial. “C’mon back here and we’ll find something for you, Mrs. Gerard.” I trailed behind and endured the next twenty minutes as they selected various clothing combinations, which I dutifully modeled. We left with two corduroy pants and five long-sleeve shirts, enough to rotate through a week’s worth of learning.
That night, Mike and I lay in our shared bedroom. After we turned out the lights, he spoke into the darkness. “You know, some of the teachers at Saint Michael’s are nuns,” he said, his tone seeking a reaction.
I turned toward the sound of his voice. “You mean like in The Sound of Music?” Ever since I’d seen the film at the Macedon theater, I’d played the album on our living room turntable, singing all the songs at the top of my lungs. Climb Every Mountain. Sixteen Going on Seventeen. How Do You Solve a Problem Like Maria. The Sound of Music was my favorite movie.
My brother laughed. “Yeah, like The Sound of Music. So you better behave or maybe they’ll make you sing in front of the whole class or something.” He paused for emphasis. “They might even be able to send you to confession if you do something bad. I bet Father McFarland even gets a report on what happens there. G’night,” he finished quickly. I heard him turn over and pull the covers taut.
I tried to fall asleep, but my mind worked. Would the nuns have rulers to whack kids’ knuckles, like everybody always joked about? When I entered the confessional at Saint Patrick’s, would Father McFarland know my sins before the wooden door slid open? Underneath my pajamas, my stomach clenched.
I finally drifted off, praying that, if the nuns were like the movie, they’d be more like the fun young ones who stuck up for Maria, not the crusty older nuns who sang about what a pest she was and how she was late for everything.
The night before school began, I knelt at my bedside. “God, please be with me tomorrow at my new school.” I added my regular signoff, inspired by my oldest brother’s troubles. “And please cure all the sick people around the whole world.”
The next morning, instead of leaving me to ride the bus I’d normally take, Dad drove me to Saint Michael’s in our brown-paneled station wagon. He said he wanted to meet the principal.
Like the nuns at my new school, my father also had a Sound of Music counterpart. The first time I’d seen the movie, I noticed his resemblance to Herr Zeller, the cranky Nazi who chased the von Trapps from their home. It wasn’t a perfect match. Herr Zeller was angry all the time; Dad only ranted, cursed, or threw things sometimes. Today, he seemed in a good mood.
I looked across the bench seat at my father. Six feet tall, his bald head nearly scraped the ceiling of our station wagon. Normally he wore tan work pants from Country Clothiers, but today he had his church slacks on. Because we’re meeting nuns, I guessed.
After a thirty-minute drive, we pulled into a parking lot attached to a two-story brick building. The school was the same red color as Big Brick, but shorter and fatter. Two rows of metal-framed windows covered the front. Slightly off center, double doors under a short awning invited us with a sign: WELCOME – ALL VISITORS REPORT TO SCHOOL OFFICE. We entered and followed more signs. It was early, so there weren’t many people around.
A woman with graying hair sat in the school’s office behind a modest wooden desk. A plaque identified her as “Sr. Joyce McGinn, Principal.” She stood and extended her right hand to my dad.
“I’m Sister Joyce,” she said. “Welcome to Saint Michael’s.” She wore a knitted sweater and navy skirt. I was surprised, having expected the black-and-white outfits from the movie. The gray sweater was not an approved color, I noted.
She and Dad hit it off right away. She explained what a fine Catholic institution Saint Michael’s was and how she believed in character building combined with religious education. “Some of our instructors belong to the Sisters of Saint Joseph,” she said. “The rest are lay teachers.”
Sister Joyce led us across the hall. “Sister Helen,” she called into an open classroom, where strains of guitar music filtered out.
“Hello, Joyce!” A younger version of the principal appeared, also in regular lady-wear. Sister Helen had short brown hair and matching brown clogs. She removed a guitar strap from over her shoulder. Now we were closer to Sound of Music territory.
“Welcome!” she shook my father’s hand enthusiastically, her eyes showing excitement. “It’s a pleasure, Mr. Gerard.”
“We’ve heard lots of good things about Saint Mike’s,” Dad started. “This is The Caboose,” he continued, nudging me forward with his left hand. I felt warmth rise in my cheeks as I shook Sister Helen’s hand. My father winked at the nun. “If he doesn’t stay in line, you give me a call.”
“We’ve got a special hotline just for that purpose,” she replied with mock intensity.
I stood in embarrassed silence.
“Greg, the other kids will gather on the playground in a little bit, but you can wait in the classroom if you like. When they come in, I’ll introduce you,” she said, smiling at me.
“Okay, Sister.”
She shook my dad’s hand a final time. “Take care, Caboose,” he said and left. I followed Sister Helen across the hall. She rested her guitar against the nearby wall and sat at a desk where small piles of paper flanked her on either side. Her brown clogs poked out at me from beneath a forest-green skirt.
“Greg, why don’t you take some time to pick out a seat,” my new teacher said.
While she worked her papers, I walked the rows, finally selecting a desk on the window side of the room. Lifting the desk lid, I unpacked school supplies I’d purchased the previous week: a notebook; some Super Friends pencils.
I looked out the window and saw that kids had begun to gather in the parking lot. They were running in a spiral, playing a game I didn’t recognize.
My stomach knotted. As a distraction, I pulled out my notebook and supplies. I decided to make up a story, something mysterious that a Catholic schoolboy in Arcadia might encounter. Selecting a Superman pencil, I toyed with different titles. The Murdered Maid. Father McFarland’s Fatal Mistake. The Clue in the Nun’s Habit.
Before I’d settled on any one, a bell in the hall jangled furiously, making my stomach flip again. The children outside the window disappeared around the corner of the school. Sister Helen stood. “Well, Greg, are you ready?”
“Yeah,” I said, my voice dropping off too soon.
The teacher smiled. “It won’t be so bad. They’re good kids.”
A couple of minutes later, children began filing into the classroom. They rushed to claim seats as though they knew exactly where they wanted to sit. Several of them glanced over at me, then continued to talk to each other.
A thin, brown-eyed boy sat at the desk immediately behind me. Taking a deep breath, I turned around and smiled. “I’m Greg.”
He returned the smile. “I’m Adam.”
“I live in Macedon,” I offered.
Adam’s eyes lit up. “We drive through there sometimes on our way to the city!”
“That’s neat,” I said, not sure where to go next.
Adam took the lead. “So whattya think of Saint Mike’s?”
I shrugged my shoulders and leaned closer, lowering my voice. “I thought the nuns would wear those black and white robes like in The Sound of Music.”
Adam chuckled and nodded. “That was a good movie!”
Sister Helen interrupted our conversation. “Welcome, Children. Let’s start with the roll.”
I turned back to the front of the class, now more excited than anxious. I made my first Catholic school friend! As our teacher read names, I worked on my detective skills, using my Superman pencil to scratch each kid’s first name in my notebook. The top of my list read Adam.
???
“Honey, run back to the laundry room and grab me a bag of sugar off the storage shelves,” Mom said, winking at me. “I think we might be needing a batch of fudge this afternoon.”
Whistling, I wove my way through Big Brick’s back hallway. I reached the laundry room and looked through the open doorway at the construction equipment inside Gram’s apartment. My whistling stopped.
My grandmother had passed away at eighty four, a year earlier. During the night, an artery in her chest had ruptured. She’d tried to come get us, but only made it to the double doors between her garage apartment and Big Brick’s laundry room.
My brother, Paul, had been the one to discover her. He’d gotten up to go to the bathroom in the night and somehow heard her moaning from all the way upstairs. Another miracle for our family stories.
Dad rode in the ambulance with Gram in a pre-dawn race toward Strong Hospital, the same place where Paul had all his brain surgeries. But she’d suffered too much internal damage; she died on the way.
Now, a year after Gram’s death, my parents were overloaded with debt and my dad was out of work. The swimming pool, Gram’s apartment, and even Catholic school I supposed, had cost a lot of money.
To support the family, Dad engineered a two-part strategy. He would open a mini grocery store, like he’d run years before. And Mom would open a family-style adult care home right inside our house. We kids would help with both businesses.
The same guys who converted the garage the first time around had returned two days ago, tearing apart Gram’s quarters at a furious pace.
Stepping over drop cloths and nail cans, my eyes avoided the spot where Gram had fallen. It had been more than a year, but I still felt an elusive emptiness, like I’d buried a treasure and lost the map to find it. I grabbed the sugar from the laundry shelves and rushed back to our kitchen to make fudge. Very soon, I felt the soothing chocolate fill me.
???
Saint Michael’s School had a church-like regularity that appealed to me. Above the blackboard at the front of each classroom, a speaker and crucifix hung side-by-side. Every morning in homeroom, the speaker popped to life with the ringing of a hand bell. We all knew it was Sister Joyce next to a microphone in her office. Adam and I stood from our chairs with the rest of the students and began morning prayers. The Our Father, the Hail Mary, the Glory Be, the Apostle’s Creed, the Pledge of Allegiance. Our daily litany.
Two priests, Father Fredricks and Father Deckman, managed Saint Michael’s Church right across the street from our school. The older, Father Fredricks, reminded me of a tired, elderly wizard, his expression appearing slightly sour at the altar. His off-white robe hung languid at his sides. He looks like he’d rather be taking a nap, I thought, whenever he presided over our school-day functions. His eyes sometimes closed as we performed the motions of Mass: Stand during the gospel reading. Sit during the homily. Kneel during the consecration.
The younger priest, Father Deckman, was more like Father McFarland. He joked with our teachers. I liked it whenever he visited our classroom. We were taught to stand when he, or any adult, entered the room.
“Good afternoon, Father Deckman,” we’d chorus, jumping up from our seats when the priest dropped by for an unscheduled visit.
A trimmed brown mustache added warmth to his face. Thick glasses in black frames perched on his nose, but they didn’t hide the squinty twinkle at the corner of his eyes. Like my mom, Father Deckman often laughed.
“Good afternoon, boys and girls,” he’d motion for us to sit. He’d talk with Sister Helen, then stop to chat with us for a bit.
Adam and I stood outside Saint Michael’s during recess, playing our favorite game, Truth or Dare. We students had a twenty-minute midday break each day. During bad weather, Sister Helen would keep us inside and play the guitar for us, songs like This Land is Your Land or Turkey in the Straw. Today, it was sunny. After lunch, we all marched outside.
It was chilly enough that I’d worn my winter coat, a brown corduroy that zipped all the way to my chin. Adam wore a flat gray jacket that reached nearly to his knees. We wandered the parking lot, engrossed in conversation.
Even though I’d only known him a few months, I already considered him my best friend. He liked all the things I liked: The Hardy Boys, The Bionic Woman, even searching for secret passageways with me and Caroline. As we walked side by side, without thinking, I stuck out my arm and linked it through his. He offered no objection.
“Truth or dare,” I challenged him.
The object of the game was simple but perilous: choose truth and have to answer any question; choose dare and have to perform any feat. When we played at his house, the kids in his neighborhood sometimes asked for tough things, like showing your underwear or licking the sidewalk. Here, in the shadow of Saint Michael’s tall steeple, dares were somewhat restrained.
“Truth,” he answered.
I thought for a minute. “Of all the people in the whole world, who’s your best friend?”
“Well…” he stalled. “Can I count people who are bionic?” We laughed. “You know it’s you, Greg. That was a dumb question. I should have picked da—”
“What are you two girls talkin’ about?” Brent, a pudgy blond kid, interrupted. He wore a light windbreaker – even though the air was crisp enough to snow. A football remained cocked in his right hand, paused for a forward pass. Adam and I stopped our conversation abruptly.
“None of your beeswax,” I offered, my mind scrambling for an appropriate response.
Adam was sharper. “We’d explain it to you, but we don’t have all afternoon.”
Brent sneered and turned back to his game, offering one final dig. “Have a nice stroll.”
We moved away, but I was now acutely aware of my left arm linked through Adam’s. I didn’t want to pull it away, granting Brent some victory, but I was relieved when the bell rang.
“What a jerk he is,” I complained, as we unlatched our arms and lined up at the doors for Sister Helen to retrieve us.
“Just ignore him, Greg. Hurry, ask me truth or dare again, before Sister gets here.”
“Truth or dare,” I said quickly.
“Truth,” he said. “Now ask me what Brent is.”
“Okay, what is Brent?”
Adam face turned mock-stony. “I am compelled to tell the truth. Brent is a big fat goober!” He burst into giggles.
I joined my friend’s laughter.
???
Adam often stayed overnight at Big Brick, most recently joining me to watch the workmen install carpets and paint walls. In less than a month’s time, Big Brick’s living room and Gram’s apartment were carved up to accommodate four private rooms for elderly adults.
My father prepared a brochure to attract customers. Independent living in a family atmosphere was printed on the cover, along with a black and white picture of Big Brick from the end of the winding drive. In the photo, it looked like a mansion from Gone With The Wind.
People began to show up to view Big Brick’s adult care home. Grown-ups with their elderly parents made appointments to tour the freshly painted rooms. One by one they signed papers and checked their relatives in. Soon all four rooms were occupied.
A retired farmer from Palmyra now lived in my grandmother’s bedroom. In my mind, I heard her yell Good night shirt! in response. His presence might have even earned a balled fist and a “Smella that, Brother!”
I quickly learned our borders’ routine: three meals a day, a weekly bath, a person on hand to help in a crisis. “How much money are we making for all this work?” I asked Mom while she cleaned a pile of dishes.
She continued to face the sink, her familiar spot. “It costs them fifteen dollars a day. Your dad was right. It’s the best way to make this place pay for itself.” I couldn’t see her expression, but my detective skills sensed a secret lurking in her tone. She doesn’t agree.
It felt strange, having these interlopers in our home. I missed Gram. I missed our huge living room, where I’d danced to The Sound of Music soundtrack. Back when Big Brick housed only family.
My only comfort lay in the hope that one of these Old People, as we’d begun to call them, might be keeping a secret: a hidden will, a murderous nephew. I stayed vigilant as we served meals, delivered mail, and did laundry for the four boarders. Nothing out of the ordinary surfaced.
Instead of promoting adventure or intrigue, most of them sat quietly in their bedrooms watching TV. Occasionally, one would make the trek out to our kitchen, asking when dinner would be ready.
Meals were a big focus for the Old People. Mom made the food warm and appealing. “It’s all they’ve got to look forward to,” she said one night, doling out huge piles of mashed potatoes and gravy onto four plates.
I helped her carry the tray, calling the adults to my Gram’s kitchen table. The same place I’d sat and eaten maple walnut ice cream while my grandmother told her tragic stories.
The trade-off – my grandmother for these elderly strangers – felt like rocks in the pit of my stomach.
Mom and I walked back to our end of Big Brick, taking the route through the revised living room. “We went from having the biggest living room I ever saw to having the smallest,” I said out loud. The disdain in my voice was palpable.
Mom let out a long breath, then looked at me. “It’s not so bad, Greg,” she said finally. “Offer it up.”
???
Our new grocery store, just a ten-minute drive from our house, opened shortly after the adult care home. Dad had owned and operated a mom-and-pop store very successfully back in the Fifties. After a run in local politics in the Sixties, he was ready to return to what he knew.
The first candy delivery for Gerard’s Grocery – the name Dad selected for the store – arrived a week before we opened for business. Cases of my favorite candy bars lined the wall just inside the front door.
“Go ahead,” Dad invited us on our first visit. “Take what you’d like.” When he was in a good mood, like today, my dad could be an okay guy. What bothered my stomach most days was the uncertainty of when fun would turn to fury. I worked to learn the shifting signals, watching his facial expressions and monitoring his tone. As an aspiring detective, it seemed like an important skill to master.
Mike, Anne, and I dug into the candy boxes like we’d been set loose at the Wonka factory. I loaded my pockets with packets of M&Ms. The enormity of owning a store – to have this much access to sweets, to maybe catch shoplifters in the act – was a welcome distraction after the arrival of the Old People.
???
In addition to looking after our elderly boarders, Mom helped with Dad’s store. Dad nicknamed her The Booker because she managed everything in our lives: Old People meals, the Gerard’s Grocery work schedule, family vacations – and all the money from both my parents’ businesses.
The Booker waited up for Dad to arrive each night so she could tally Gerard’s Grocery’s cash. My father carried it home from the store in a small brown sandwich bag. She’d count the money on her bed at night, then stow it the next morning in the second drawer of her desk, adding it to the checks she received for the Old People’s room and board. Whenever we needed money for groceries, movies, or any other expense, Mom sent us into her office to raid the second-drawer down.
As a general rule, we kept this a secret from our dad. He often complained that our family spent too much money.
“Were you busy today, Darwin?” she asked as he handed her the bag at night. I sensed from my Dad’s recent downturn in mood and more frequent visits to the liquor cabinet that this store’s launch was less successful than the previous one.
“Not awfully,” he replied, heading into the kitchen table for a late-night snack or a glass of scotch – or both.
The system worked well when Dad arrived before Mom went to bed. If she was already upstairs, she worried about yelling down from the second floor asking him to toss the bag of money up to her. She thought someone might overhear, even though Big Brick’s closest neighbor was a quarter of a mile away.
One night he didn’t get home until eleven. Mom stood at the top of the stairs, Dad at the bottom. “Darwin, toss up the money,” she used her best stage whisper. I could hear her clearly from my bedroom.
“For God’s sakes, Mom, I can’t hear you!” he yelled.
My stomach tightened like it always did when he raised his voice.
“Someone might be listening at the window!” she spoke a tiny bit louder. “Toss up the YOU KNOW WHAT!”
“Awww, bunk,” he growled. I heard the small bag hit the landing at the top of the stairs. The ritual was complete. I turned over in my bed as I heard my mother’s steps back to her bedroom, mingled with the clink of bottles from the kitchen below.
The next morning, I joined my parents at the breakfast table. “We’ll use code, Darwin,” Mom said as I sat down.
My head snapped around. Code was something the Hardys would use. “For what?” I asked her.
“So your dad and I can talk about the bag of money at night without crooks understanding.”
I glanced at my father. He stirred sweetener into his coffee, his face portraying annoyed skepticism. I shifted in my chair. Annoyance sometimes became anger.
“So what’s it gonna be, Booker?” he said.
Mom continued. “I’ll ask you if you have the two fried eggs and that will mean the money.”
“Two fried eggs?” Dad looked at me and smirked. I giggled as the tension that had threatened my stomach dissipated. “You couldn’t come up with something better than that? Why don’t you just ask me if I brought the Pal-Mac marching band home with me?”
She laughed. “Two fried eggs will be just fine. We’ll have our own little family secret.”
???
I loved it when my school friends slept over, but since Saint Mike’s was over thirty minutes away, it was tough to get some parents to agree to the round trip. During the school year, my bus driver allowed Saint Michael’s friends to ride home with me on the bus. In the summertime, I had to negotiate trips for Adam. I relied on Paul for transportation.
Adam visited on a scorching summer day. Humidity hung in the air like a fog, so we headed for the swimming pool behind the garage. Despite the heat, the first leap into the water was a frigid shock.
“Ahhhh!” I surfaced, screaming melodramatically. Adam laughed.
We practiced different running dives, tearing across the lawn and flipping over the edge. “Let’s make a whirlpool,” I suggested.
“Okay.”
We circled the perimeter, pushing against the water. The whirlpool picked up speed, so we relaxed and floated. Adam hung close, his bare body and goose flesh bumping into my thigh. I shoved him away.
“Whattya wanna do now?” I asked as we drifted, our faces just above the water’s surface. I could see his teeth beginning to chatter from the cold.
“I dunno,” he said, curling his blue lips and spitting water directly into my face. I laughed and began to wrestle with him.
When the pool-water’s chill had settled into my own body, I crawled onto the deck and lay in the warm sun. Adam joined me. I could hear his steady breathing as his bare chest rose and fell.
“Truth or dare?” I asked suddenly.
“Truth,” he said.
“What’s your middle name?” I asked, knowing he didn’t want to share it. He tilted his head toward me, squinting through one eye in the bright sun. “You have to answer, those are the rules,” I said.
“Leonard,” he said, staring at me, as if gauging my reaction. “It was my grandfather’s name.”
“That’s not so bad.” I smiled. “Your turn.”
“Truth or dare?” he asked. I drank the sun’s heat into my cool skin.
“Truth.”
Adam thought for a long time, then spoke. “Do you ever get a boner?”
“What?”
“You heard me.”
I lay there considering the unexpected question.
“Yeah,” I finally answered.
Neither of us spoke. We hadn’t uncovered anything like this while exploring the house, or the barn, or any of the two hundred acres around Big Brick. My mind started to wash with possibilities, questions I could ask, things I might dare him to do. It felt naughty.
And private.
And good.
“Truth or dare,” I said finally.
“Truth.”
“Do you ever get a boner?”
“Yeah, almost every morning.”
The air seemed electric, as though the humidity of the day had somehow produced an arc between our bodies. He continued.
“Truth or dare?”
I lay quiet, trying to control my excitement. “Dare.”
Adam didn’t hesitate. “Jump into the pool naked.”
I sat up and looked at him. He continued to squint through one eye. By now, the droplets of pool water had evaporated from our skin, replaced with sweaty beads.
“Okay.”
I stood and hitched my thumbs into the top edge of my suit.
“Wait a minute.” Adam got up and walked around the pool to the opposite side. He sat on the metal rim, looking at me. “Okay, now.”
I walked to the corner of the garage and peered around. Nobody – my family, the Old People, or one of their visitors – was in sight. Back on the deck, I peeled off my bathing trunks. My excitement exposed, I ran forward and leapt into the cool water.
Adam didn’t move as I surfaced and swam back to the deck, grabbing my suit and putting it on underwater.
“Truth or dare,” I said.
He looked straight at me. “Dare.”
“You jump into the pool naked, just like I did,” I repeated, making sure not to misspeak, to give him some way to wiggle out of it. He stood on the metal rim and took off his trunks. He was as excited as I was.
Tossing his suit into the pool, he jumped, creating a huge splash as his body hit the surface. I watched as he retrieved his suit and put it on.
We continued daring each other for a long while, inventing different ways to jump into the pool naked: flipping, leapfrogging, finally toppling in like a felled tree.
Afterwards, back in the house and fully clothed, neither of us mentioned the new twist in our game.
RUNAWAY PLAN: Cincinnati/Days Three—Twelve (1984)
The Cincinnati rooftop became my daily retreat. Each morning, I climbed the staircase, my book bag stuffed with a beach towel and my Sheena tapes. The big-city pigeons didn’t seem intimidated by my presence; they simply moved aside as I spread my towel.
I brought the mail up as well. Letters had begun to flow between Rochester and Cincinnati. My high school friends. My siblings. Everybody was keeping in touch. Even my brother, Mike, wrote me again. Drinking Dar penned yellow legal pages filled with flowing phrases like ‘Your mother and I commend your decision to attend a Jesuit institution.’
I carried pen and pad to the roof, eagerly writing to them from my sunny perch, sharing all sorts of thoughts that rambled through my brain – with the exception of the one subject not even crooks could beat out of me.
Chapter Five: Gregory Gerard, First Investigator (1978)
“GO ON IN,” the guy at the counter grabbed our money and waved us by. I held the brown paper sack low at my side. To the casual observer, the bag contained popcorn I’d brought for Adam’s and my third theater viewing of Star Wars. People didn’t know that underneath the popcorn lay my battery-powered tape recorder. That I was executing a clandestine plan.
I’d decided to record Star Wars earlier that day. Adam and I both loved the movie; I looked forward to playing back the tape and enjoying the story again and again. Like an old-fashioned radio play.
I knew it was illegal to record movies in general, but my great love for Star Wars helped me rationalize that I wouldn’t be committing a sin. Pushing thoughts of Father McFarland and the confessional aside, I focused on the technical setup.
Like a detective on a case, I laid the recorder across the bottom of the paper sack and threaded the external mike down my sleeve. It would work, but how would I get the bag into the theater without attracting attention? Heading to the kitchen, I pulled out the huge pot Dad used to make sauce, filled the bottom with butter, and poured a whole bag of popcorn kernels in. In a few minutes, enough corn had popped to cover the recorder and provide a snack before the show.
My brother, Paul, dropped us off at a movie house in Rochester where Star Wars had played for the last six months. I had the bag of popcorn clutched inconspicuously at my hip, but I needn’t have worried. Nobody questioned me.
The theater was already crowded. We found seats near the back, right in the middle. I surreptitiously placed the popcorn bag on the floor at my feet, clutching the mike in my left hand.
I was ready – but we were early.
My arm itched. I stuck my finger carefully up the sleeve and tried to scratch without disrupting the setup. Adam chatted amiably as I tried to focus on his words. “So if it says ‘a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away’, do you think some people believe this actually happened?”
My eyes surveilled every entrance. “I dunno,” I said. What if security hauled me in? “I think it’s just supposed to be like Star Trek.” I paused and readjusted the popcorn bag between my legs. “You know, that it could happen.”
Adam punched my arm. “Just act normal, for cripes sake, and nobody’s gonna know about the tape recorder.”
“Shhhhhh!” I cautioned him. “I don’t want anyone to catch on!” Thankfully, the lights dimmed, plunging the seats and my popcorn bag into darkness. I switched on the recorder. The opening script scrolled across the screen. I whispered it word-for-word into my sleeve.
The sound of laser blasters shook the theater. Holding my left arm near my head to give the microphone the best sound, I tried to appear casual. C3PO and R2D2 came onto the screen and the dialogue began.
I shifted uncomfortably, looking toward the aisles. If they come for me, will I have time to get away? I glanced at the girl next to me. Would she suspect something and turn me in before the movie ended?
It was useless. I didn’t have the nerve to pull it off. I shut off the recorder and consoled myself with popcorn.
Twenty minutes later, Obi wan Kenobi had just introduced himself to Luke Skywalker when the guy in front of Adam reached over the back of his seat and grabbed my shirt collar. He yanked, pulling my face within an inch of his.
I’m not taping anymore! flashed through my mind as my heart triphammered inside my chest.
He stared at me in the dark. His voice was low, gravelly, and thoroughly serious. “Are you kicking my daughter’s seat on purpose?” he growled.
“No,” I squeaked out.
“Well make sure you aren’t,” he said and released his grip.
I fell back into my chair. I pulled my legs as far away from the seat in front of me as I could manage. My hand groped for popcorn to squelch the panic in my stomach.
“What was that all about?” Adam said quietly.
I pressed my mouth directly against his ear. “He thought I was kickin’ his daughter’s seat,” I whispered as my pulse slowed.
“What a jerk,” my friend muttered in my defense.
We watched the rest of the movie without interruption. I felt ravenously hungry, but I left enough popcorn in the bag to cover the recorder, in case I was searched as we left the theater.
???
“He has vat I callt a nervus stumak,” our town’s German doctor explained to my mom with his thick Albert Einstein accent. He poked at my abdomen some more. “Give him von half of dese pills vhenever his stumak hurts.” He scribbled on a white square of paper and handed it to my mother.
My stomach troubles had snuck up on me. Without warning, an anxious pain would begin low in my gut, then work its way up to grip the whole area above my belt. At first Mom fed me Milk of Magnesia.
“To sweeten your stomach,” she said, pulling out the familiar blue bottle with a dollop of dried paste leaking from the cap. Next to me she set the spitty basin, a beige plastic tub Paul used for quick vomiting when he had pressure headaches. I stared at it, willing myself to recover.
After the doctor’s diagnosis, we filled the prescription and went home. The nervous stomach pills took up residence on the kitchen windowsill. Every time I washed my hands, I looked at the small cardboard box and wondered why nobody else in my family had to take them. What was wrong with me?
I didn’t know the answer but on days when my insides felt achy and anxious, I took out a knife and split one of the tiny pucks in half. Despite their bitter taste going down, within a half hour, I always felt better.
???
On a Friday afternoon, while a late-winter storm raged against the metal-framed windows of our classroom, Mrs. Stirpe, our sixth-grade teacher for Reading and Health, handed out an assignment on public speaking. She was one of the lay teachers, younger than Sister Helen and, in contrast to the nuns at Saint Michael’s, Mrs. Stirpe often wore pants and told us funny stories about her kids.
For homework, we were supposed to search through newspapers and bring in an article to read aloud. Due the following Monday.
I was excited at the thought of standing in front of my classmates reading a gut-wrenching story. Maybe about a detective who located somebody’s long-lost relative. Or maybe a priest who saved a maid from a three-alarm rectory fire. It could happen.
The next day, I scanned the stack of newspapers Dad kept on the floor by his kitchen chair. No missing relative. No cooked maid. I settled for an article about the resurgence in popularity of The Lord of the Rings; we’d just read a chapter from The Hobbit in our reader.
I rushed to Reading class Monday morning, article in hand. It wasn’t the drama I’d imagined, but nonetheless, I was ready to impress. In the classroom, most of the kids were gathered around Adam’s desk, sniggering. “What’s up?” I tried to break in. Mrs. Stirpe called us to order before he had a chance to reply. The lesson began.
“Who will go first?” she asked. I raised my hand, but several of the boys in the first row shouted “Adam!”
She made her decision. “Okay, Adam, go ahead.”
He strode to the front of the class and stood behind the wooden podium, his shoulders barely visible over its Catholic-school bulk.
“Church Says NO to Gays,” he read the title.
Laughter erupted in the classroom.
My stomach flip-flopped. How could he have picked something so naughty to read? I looked to our teacher for direction.
“Alright, that’s enough,” Mrs. Stirpe commanded the class. “Adam, continue.”
“Despite the reforms of Vatican II, the Roman Catholic Church holds firm on its condemnation of sexual activity outside of marriage. The Church posits that homosexuals who are incurable should be treated with understanding and judged with prudence. Additional church guidelines described masturbation as a seriously disordered act.” My best friend burst into giggles, unable to continue.
“Adam, sit down,” Mrs. Stirpe instructed, bringing his assignment to a close. Snorts continued from several corners of the room.
I whispered to Adam when he sat back at his desk. “Why did you read that?”
He shrugged his shoulders. “Because it was funny, man!”
???
It was Sunday and a spring rain beat down on Big Brick. I stayed in my bedroom after Mass reading The Clue in the Diary, a Nancy Drew novel. In the story, Nancy found a mysterious diary that helped her solve the case. I read all afternoon.
Closing the book, I leaned back on the pillow and thought about Nancy, the titan-haired detective, and her diary habits. What was it like to have a chronicle of daily events? A journal was something a real detective could use to record the clues he encountered. Besides, I had a new secret I wanted to share with somebody.
Hanging over the edge of the mattress, I pawed through the mess under my bed – candy wrappers, Superman comic books, a piece of dried orange peel – finally locating the small spiral notebook I knew was there. I grabbed a pencil out of my nightstand drawer and opened to the first page. I scribbled 5/7/78 across the top of the page, then looked at it.
That wasn’t a good start. If people discovered my diary a hundred years in the future, they wouldn’t know whether it meant May of 1978 or 2078. This was for posterity. Besides, detectives were expected to keep exact notes.
Erasing, I started again.
Sunday, May 7, 1978
Dear Diary,
Father Deckman took some of us Saint Mike’s students to Sacred Heart Cathedral in Rochester today. The Bishop said Mass! When I saw him standing up there, a thrill went through me.
I haven’t told anybody this, but I think God wants me to be a priest.
Sometime in the past couple of months the idea had sprouted inside my head. Now, here was my secret on paper for the first time. I read it again.
I knew that my mom, Sister Helen, and certainly God would be happy with my decision. To be a priest like Father Deckman – not Father Fredricks. To wear the sacred robes and offer Mass for the sins of the world. To be God’s representative on this Earth. I knew Jesus would be pleased when I announced my intention to follow in His footsteps.
For now, I kept the news a secret between me and my new detective’s journal.
???
Mrs. Stirpe called us to attention in class on a Tuesday afternoon.
“Tomorrow during Health we’re going to do something a little different,” she said. “It’s time for our sexual education studies.” She looked across the students’ attentive faces. “The girls will report to Sister Helen. The boys will stay here with me. We’ll come back together at the end of the period.”
“Wow,” I whispered to Adam. “Sex ed!” I’d had the barn talk with my brother, Mike, four years earlier. Now, at twelve, I was ready to hear more details. To better understand his promises about girls and babies and desire.
Adam’s face twisted. “Uh oh, I just thought of something,” he whispered back. “We have Spanish tomorrow during Health!”
My thoughts raced as my gut constricted.
Two months earlier, Adam and I had signed up for Father Deckman’s Spanish class. As a frequent missionary to Bolivia, he was fluent in the language and had arranged to teach willing students. The opportunity had appealed to me right away – I might be a missionary priest myself someday. Besides, speaking another language was like writing in code. A detective skill.
Now our decision worked against us. Not an official part of the curriculum, Spanish interrupted whatever course fell during that slot in our rotating Wednesday schedule. I liked spending time with my favorite Saint Mike’s priest, but missing sex ed wasn’t something I wanted to offer up.
“What are we gonna do?” Adam asked.
“We’ll just come to Health. Maybe he won’t notice that we’re not in Spanish.” My friend nodded in cautious agreement.
After school, I turned it over in my mind. What if Father Deckman noticed our absence the next day? What if he kicked us out of Spanish class? What would he think of a kid who cared more about a sex class than spending time learning a missionary language? That was probably not the kind of kid God wanted for a priest. My belly groaned. I headed to the kitchen for a nervous stomach pill before dinner.
The next day, Adam and I took our seats for Health with the rest of the boys. Mrs. Stirpe closed the classroom door and faced us. “Okay, guys, we’re going to go through some important stuff but I want to lay down some ground rules. For starters, you don’t need to giggle every time I hand out a diagram. Second, you don’t need to discuss everything you hear today with the girls; this class is for you, they have their own class with Sister Helen. You’ll all learn mostly the same things. Finally, I want you to feel free to ask any questions you need to. I’ll answer anything that’s appropriate.”
Brent, the football player from the playground, raised his hand. “If they’re learning the same thing, how come the girls aren’t in here with us?”
Mrs. Stirpe shook her head and laughed. “Oh no, I’m not ready for that! We’ll be fine with just the guys. Besides, boys usually have different questions than girls do, so I do it this way to make sure everybody’s comfortable asking the questions they need to.”
Our teacher began her talk while distributing mimeographed, hand-drawn diagrams of the male and female reproductive anatomy. I could tell she had created them herself; I recognized her handwriting on the various labels: the glans, the urethra. Clinical, but exciting.
She spoke at length about how the uterus and vagina were structured, then started into the male anatomy. A knock at the door interrupted her.
Father Deckman stepped through the doorway. “Hi Shirley!” he offered a cheerful greeting. “We have Spanish class right now. I think Adam and Greg have forgotten ’cause it rotates around a bit.”
Mrs. Stirpe looked at Adam and me. I froze.
We’d hear no more about the penis today. Father Deckman’s time was a commodity. He was a priest – not to mention a missionary – and he was doing us a favor by teaching us Spanish.
My face must have betrayed my inner turmoil. Mrs. Stirpe took Father’s arm and led him into the hall. I heard her speak briefly, although her words were unintelligible from inside the classroom.
“Haw Haw Haw!” Father Deckman broke up loudly. He stuck his head back into the room. “Okay, boys, you can make it up next week.”
My face prickled with embarrassment but I was too relieved to care. Mrs. Stirpe and Father Deckman had come through for us.
???
Summer arrived early. In response, my father expanded the hours Gerard’s Grocery was open. My brother, Paul, worked there full time during the day. He’d had a successful run of health: no brain surgery for more than two years. My sisters, Kathy and Anne, and I helped out after school and on the weekends. I loved the easy access to all the food we stocked.
At work and at home, eating and reading became my regular pastimes – especially when my stomach felt jittery. The nervous stomach pills had finally run out; somehow, in the flurry of running our new family businesses, we’d never refilled the prescription. To quell my tensions, I ate whatever food I could find. My stomach never felt anxious when it was stuffed.
Along with platters of snacks, I consumed a cache of mystery books I found in Big Brick’s attic: my mother’s Agatha Christie paperbacks and a collection called The Three Investigators.
This new series captured my attention. Similar to the Hardy Boys or Nancy Drew, three boys worked at solving the mysteries they stumbled across. The First Investigator was Jupiter Jones, overweight and intellectual. I felt a quick kinship with him.
Second Investigator Pete did the leg work and Third Investigator Bob did the research. They were good sidekicks, but they weren’t the brains of the trio. I wanted to be Jupiter, who pinched his lip to think and who stayed one step ahead of the crooks in The Secret of Terror Castle. Like me, he focused on food and clues with equal enthusiasm.
I loved the clever twists in The Mystery of the Stuttering Parrot and The Secret of Skeleton Island. When I’d read all of the Three Investigators books I found in our attic, I rode my bike to the Macedon library and checked out several more.
???
Saturday became my standard night at Gerard’s Grocery. “It’s The Caboose’s shift,” my dad said when I arrived. “Five to nine, rain or shine,” he joked.
Our store carried all types of snack foods, which Dad allowed us to eat while we worked. Endless varieties of cookies, potato chips, ice cream, all free for the taking. After a few weeks of testing combinations, I settled on a regular Saturday night line-up: pretzel rods, plain M&Ms, and 7-UP. The perfect mix of salty and sweet with bubbly soda to wash it all down.
In addition to waiting on the counter or eating snacks, the job included stocking the shelves with products from the back storeroom. My favorite task quickly became filling the magazine rack. Each Saturday night, I spent time categorizing and arranging the books for maximum sales potential.
We stocked a wide selection: bestsellers like TV Guide and People, but also eclectic choices including True Detective, a periodical that told crime stories. I liked reading it; it reminded me of Gram’s tales. Real life cases – with all the gritty details – and how detectives solved them.
We also sold comic books, which gave me easy access to Superman, Wonder Woman, and other favorites. On very slow nights, I brought a few behind the counter to read while I munched on my snacks.
Despite my efforts at convenient presentation, Dad groused that the magazines weren’t earning their shelf space. I worried that he’d eliminate the rack altogether – but he chose a different approach. My father tacked an unexpected addition onto the magazine order, one with a higher profit margin.
Playboy.
When the first shipment arrived, I broke the plastic strap off the stack, feeling appropriate someday-to-be-a-priest disdain.
I didn’t have a category on the shelves for Playboy. “Where do you want me to put this?” I yelled through the swinging door that led to the back room, holding up a copy.
Dad looked at me from his perch on the utility stool near the walk-in cooler. I liked it best when he headed right home after I arrived. More often, he hung around the storeroom, drinking cans of beer from the cooler as he sorted and priced groceries. He tried hard to provide a wide variety of products that people had enjoyed in his other, more successful store – but it was a lot of work.
My father regarded the Playboy. “We’d better keep them behind the counter,” he decided, after a minute’s pause. “We don’t need those honyocks from the factory standing around reading that on their lunch hour.” I recognized the word – one of Gram’s strange terms for guys who hung out on street corners with nothing to do.
“Okay,” I said, returning to the front. Clearing a section near the cigar rack, I displayed our store’s newest magazine on the back counter. I stepped to the customer area and looked at it. From here, they could see the cover, but would have to ask to purchase a copy.
Perfect.
I maintained my detached disgust. If I’d been the least bit unsure about Caroline’s Nature of Sexuality book, I was clear on Playboy. The honyocks desired it – and reading it was definitely a sin.
In a few weeks, the next shipment of Playboy arrived. I was alone at the store as I unpacked it; Dad had left for home right after I arrived. I broke through the binding strap and stared.
Pamela Sue Martin!
Adam and I loved TV’s Hardy Boys/Nancy Drew Mysteries. The detectives we admired had come to life: Parker Stevenson with his intense sincerity and Sean Cassidy with his friendly smile. Pamela Sue Martin played Nancy, my childhood detective heroine. The show was a regular part of my Sunday night lineup.
I couldn’t believe it. Nancy Drew, who wore a lovely gown to the policeman’s ball, who always helped people in trouble, stared back at me from the cover of Playboy. She wore nothing but a trench coat half-unbuttoned, a large Holmes-ian magnifying glass in her hands.
The M&M/pretzel/7-UP mixture gurgled in my belly. What a crummy thing for her to do. I wondered how much she revealed on the inside pages. Curiosity flushed over me.
What would Jesus think?
If I just looked at it clinically, trying to understand why she did this – if I didn’t lust after her – would I have to report that to Father McFarland in confession? Jupiter Jones, my overweight detective hero, would investigate further.
A customer came in, interrupting my mental battle. I pushed the pile aside, covering it with a brown paper sack.
The rest of the evening, I worked it through in my mind. Boys were supposed to want to look at Playboy, everybody knew that. I thought about calling Adam, to talk it over. As I reached for the phone, I remembered the article he’d read in Mrs. Stirpe’s class. Church Says NO to Gays. The memory of his nervous giggles made me place the receiver back in its cradle.
My mind wandered to the Saint Michael’s playground. Brent, the football player who wore a spring jacket during winter’s chill, would surely flip through the magazine without a second thought.
That did it. When nine o’clock approached, I sneaked Playboy into my backpack and waited for Paul to pick me up.
At home, I found a flashlight in the kitchen drawer and headed out to the barn. I hadn’t been back to the secret room since the day Mike had shown it to me but, today, it seemed the perfect place to be alone with my Playboy.
Carefully negotiating the planks on the stage – more bravely than I had four years earlier – I climbed over the grain bin wall and made my way to the dirty floor below. The room was as Mike and I had left it: musty, pitch-black, and private.
Flashing the light around the space, I spied a flat wooden ledge near the back, large enough for me to sit. Scooping the dirt and pigeon droppings onto the floor, I coughed as dust rose about me. Holding the flashlight between my shoulder and left ear, I sat on the ledge and pulled Playboy from my backpack. I opened it on my lap. Circles of light danced across the shiny pictures.
I decided to turn through the magazine page by page – I knew I was supposed to be excited. Building some suspense before reaching Pamela Sue at the centerfold might help.
The article’s title first caught my attention: Nancy Drew Grows Up. I stared at the pictures. In one, I could see her breasts under some silky see-through material. In another, my heroine sprawled naked across a chair, a velvet blanket barely covering her privates.
She wasn’t Nancy. The Nancy Drew I knew would never do anything so sleazy. With a resigned disgust, I slammed the cover closed and stashed the magazine deep in my backpack.
As I made my way back across the stage, I heard the pigeons coo and murmur far above my head.
???
As mid-summer loomed, I got into the habit of wandering outside before bed, heading for the field behind the barn where my dog, Pete, and I had search for crooks when I was a kid. He still joined me for every excursion.
On a Friday in late July, I called Pete up from the cellar and began my nighttime trek. Just past the final crags of the farm roads, the corn stalks took on an edgy stillness in the dim moonlight.
I turned on the barn’s silo light and pretended it was a beacon, maybe signaling an enemy’s lair or a fellow detective’s stronghold.
Hiking along a row of corn that brushed at my elbows, I passed the pond, its algae-thickened water barely visible. Crickets congregated there, performing a raucous concert. I kept going, using the tree line on my right as a guide.
My stomach, my limbs, my mind all relaxed, as though I’d eaten a Mexican sundae and settled back on my pillows with a new Three Investigators’ book. The confused angst I felt about Playboy, about Adam’s newspaper article, about my dad’s unpredictable anger dissipated in the soft, summer breeze. I began to pray, thanking God for being alive.
After fifteen minutes of steady walking, I reached the base of the hill where Anne, Mike, and I had ridden the toboggan when we were younger. Where Caroline and I sometimes spread a blanket over the field grass and read mystery stories. Taking a deep breath, I jogged up. Pete leaped through the thick weeds behind me. Reaching the peak, I stopped and looked back.
Stars winked at me from every direction. In the distance, the barn’s silo light beckoned me toward home.
Pete raced along the hill’s slope chasing something unseen, then returned to my side. I sat down in the dewy vegetation to pet him. “Do you feel God out here?” I asked my dog. His tongue lapped at my face, acknowledging the question. I hugged him tightly to my body. “I sure do.”
Jesus always surrounded me in the field at night, as palpable as the thin, crisp wafer that dissolved on my tongue each Sunday. I thought about how pleased He would be when I became a priest. Out loud, I began to sing. Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me.
In the twinkling silence, without a physical touch, His warmth flooded me. My eyes filled with grateful tears.
I made the journey back to the barn slowly, savoring the stillness. I shut off the silo light and passed by the windows of the Old People – or Opes, as we now referred to them. Gram’s bedroom, now the farmer’s, was dark; he’d gone to bed. Mildred, our newest old lady who occupied Gram’s former living room, was still awake.
Through the open curtains I saw her shut off the TV. Her pasty skin hung in rolls below the hem of her blouse. She stood, stretched, then began to undress, right in front of the window. I sensed she couldn’t see me in the pitch-black night. Before I could decide whether it was wrong to peep, she undid her shirt and revealed two gangly breasts, stretched low, almost covering her swollen belly.
Nothing like Pamela Sue Martin.
As I watched, she grasped them and yanked upwards, as if to air out the area underneath. I turned away, my stomach lurching.
Back in my bedroom, I tried to recapture the feeling of priestly warmth I’d felt in the field, but the only image to fill my mind as I drifted off to sleep was Mildred tugging at her saggy bosom.
???
July brought Mormon season, the ten days when people from around the globe crowded our small towns. Followers of the Mormon faith came to see the Hill Cumorah Pageant, an outdoor play about the Palmyra roots of their religion.
Many historic sites were located within a mile of Gerard’s Grocery. Joseph Smith’s home – the childhood house of the religion’s founder. The Sacred Grove – where he saw an angel. Hill Cumorah – where he discovered the Book of Mormon.
The event turned into a boom time for our new grocery store. For the duration of the pageant, we opened three counter slots to accommodate the traffic: Paul or Kathy using the cash register; me or Anne punching buttons on my Texas Instruments calculator; Dad adding figures on the back of a brown paper bag.
Mormon travelers seemed as hungry as I always was. The line of customers streamed out the door, all of them seeking caffeine-free snacks and alcohol-free drinks. They had more rules than Catholics did about what they could eat. I felt sorry for them; some of my favorite foods – like chocolate and cola – were on many of the tourists’ blacklists.
The second-drawer down filled up as the two-fried-eggs sack came home each night packed with cash. My father’s mood improved noticeably.
At Saint Pat’s, Father McFarland gave his annual “I-never-met-people-I-admired-more-or-agreed-with-less” speech. I paid attention to this homily. With their stories of golden plates written in ancient code and a seer stone as a translation tool, the Mormon religion seemed more of a mystery than my own faith.
“Every Monday,” Father intoned from the pulpit, “Mormon dads and moms and children gather together for Family Night. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could adopt a practice like that in our own families? But the things they hold sacred—” He went on, emphasizing how Catholics could share some of the Mormon behaviors, but not their beliefs.
The throngs of tourists attracted all sorts of hucksters, as my dad called them. He rented booth space in Gerard’s Grocery’s parking lot to jewelry, tee-shirt, and Bible-on-tape vendors from Utah and other faraway places.
I kept my eyes peeled for mischief – maybe smuggled goods or a counterfeit ring – but during the ten-day event, nothing surfaced.
When the pageant came to a close, Paul offered to drive one of the Bible-on-tape guys to the airport. In addition to playing church organ, my brother had a passion for driving. When he wasn’t busy at the store or church, his 1970 Oldsmobile was in constant motion. Our family, our friends – and sometimes even strangers – relied on my brother for a ride. The Bible-on-tape guy accepted Paul’s offer.
I climbed into the backseat, hoping for an ice cream stop on the return trip. During the ride, after talking about the successful week in sales, the conversation somehow segued to the dire state of American culture.
“Yeah, it’s a shame people today are just shacking up instead of getting married,” my brother said, referring to some of our store’s customers in the trailer park across the street. The disdain in his voice was palpable. “What happened to waiting until you got married?”
“It’s the same in Texas, where ah’m from,” the Bible-on-tape salesman agreed. “And on top a that, y’all have to read about gays in the newspaper, seems lahhk everyday.”
“Now there’s a perfectly good word that got ruined,” Paul continued without losing his annoyed tone. “It used to be you could say something was gay and it meant something happy. Until they had to go and adopt it for the gay movement.” He shook his head as his passenger nodded agreement.
Yeah, it’s too bad America’s headed downhill, I thought, wanting to share my big brother’s conviction.
???
Between the store and the adult care home, our family’s finances seemed to be improving. With the proceeds from the influx of Mormon tourists, Dad decided to take the family for a three-day vacation to Ocean City, Maryland. “Time to take the tribe to the ocean,” he said to my mother over dinner.
The Booker arranged Gerard’s Grocery and Old People coverage. The Thursday before we left, I pulled out my book bag and crammed my swimsuit, nose plugs, and beach towel into the largest section. Sorting through the selection of Three Investigators books on my bedroom windowsill, I saw a long white RV chug up the hill in front of our house. It pulled into our driveway.
Pete ran across the front lawn barking, chasing the huge vehicle around to the backyard. I raced down the stairs and followed.
My father emerged from the driver’s seat. “Whattya think?” he smiled at me.
“Wow,” I said. “Did you buy this?”
Dad laughed. “No, Greg, that’d cost more than what the Mormons brought in. I just rented it for the weekend. But I figured we ought to travel to the ocean in style.”
Mom and Kathy came out of the back of the house. “Oh my God, Darwin!” my mother said.
He chuckled. “Start loadin’ it up, Mom. It’s the thirty-footer, so I figure we’ll be able to fit the whole clan.”
We pulled out the next morning at four thirty. Dad drove; my brothers, sisters, and Mom slept in the various beds throughout the camper. I rode beside my father in the passenger’s seat, studying the Eastern States map in the glare of the small overhead light. My dad was more relaxed than I’d ever seen – he chattered happily about the store business, then talked with me for awhile about Saint Mike’s. My stomach relaxed in kind.
Through the state of Pennsylvania, Mike spelled Dad in the driver’s seat, then Dad took over again when we reached the Maryland border. I continued to study the map, looking for clues to our location.
After eight hours on the road, I detected a change in the sky to the east. It seemed deeper and richer – sunset rich – even though it was just past noon.
An unusual odor hit my nose. It smelled like the salmon loaf Mom baked for dinner on Fridays during Lent – mixed with the taste of salty pretzel rods, my Gerard’s Grocery treat.
Between the raised beach houses, I caught a glimpse of pounding surf. “There’s the ocean!” I yelled and pointed. We crowded the RV’s left-hand windows. “Do you think there were ever any shipwrecks or buried treasure here?” I said to no one in particular.
My oldest sister, Molly, nodded and smiled. “Maybe, Greg. Maybe.”
Mom had booked us three rooms at the Sheraton Fountainbleu, a fourteen-story hotel right on the beach. I dumped my book bag and suitcase into the boys’ room and pulled on my bathing suit and nose plugs. Joining Mike, Anne, and Kathy at the elevator, we headed out for our first swim in the ocean.
The roar of the waves reminded me of Lake Ontario back home, where our family swam when I was little. Before we had the pool. Memories of Gram telling her stories over lakeside picnic lunches washed over me. I smiled at the recollection.
The wind kicked up on the open beach. Bits of sand pecked at my skin as we picked our way among the sun bathers to the water’s edge. The air felt electric and soothing at the same time.
I stuck my foot into the foamy mix swirling near the shore, then yanked it back. “It’s not as warm as it looks!” I yelled.
Mike stepped next to me. “It gets warmer the farther out you go,” he said, giving me a shove.
I splashed forward into the deeper water as he laughed. I tried to be angry, but the warm sunshine and smell of coconut suntan lotion felt too good. Instead, I scooped cold water at him as he lunged past, diving directly into a wave. Anne and Kathy came in after us.
After a little while, Mom, Dad, Paul, and Molly joined us in the water. As a family, we stayed on the beach until dinnertime, alternating between riding the pounding waves and warming ourselves on the huge blankets we spread across the hot sand.
When we weren’t on the beach, we spent most of the next two days exploring Ocean City’s many restaurants and shopping centers. The first chance we got to break away from the rest of the family, Mike and I rode the bus to the boardwalk – block after block of shops that ended at an amusement park. Tourists jammed the wide walkway, more people than I’d ever seen back in Macedon and Palmyra, even during Mormon season. I kept my eyes low to concentrate on walking through the crowd without ramming into anyone.
Mike glanced at me and scrunched his brow. “Greg, why are you looking down when there’s all these babes to check out?! And they’re hardly wearing anything!”
Knives of fear stabbed at my insides. My anxiety, temporarily set aside for vacation, came rushing back over me like a wave. My gut sank with the crushing revelation that, even in this sunny, far-from-our-regular-experience atmosphere, my brother’s admiration was still beyond my grasp.
For the duration of our ocean trip, I worked hard to stare at girls wearing bikinis, hoping he’d notice.
???
I continued to capture daily events in my journal. It seemed a great way to chronicle the details of my life.
Tuesday, August 8, 1978
We just got back from Ocean City, Maryland. I brought home sand and ocean water in two little bottles as a souvenir. I really, really want to go back sometime. Mike, Paul and I were trying to figure out how we could afford it. We might go next summer.
I’ve been really hungry lately. For fun, Molly, Mom and I added up all the calories we ate. I ate 6000 calories today!
Near the middle of August, when we picked out my school clothes at Country Clothiers, not only had I grown taller, my waist had expanded two sizes. The clerk with the helmet hair smirked as he rolled out the yellow measuring tape. “He’s a growing boy, Mrs. Gerard, heh, heh,” he said to my mom.
Hot shame poured into my cheeks. I knew what he meant. I was fat. I suddenly felt exposed, as if I were standing naked while he poked at my flabby gut and laughed. I couldn’t wait to get out of the store.
When we got home, my stomach continued to jangle with nervous embarrassment. To silence the clamor, I piled a stack of pizza slices onto a plate and retreated to my room.
???
My brother, Mike, had graduated from high school in June, then spent the summer figuring out what he wanted to do with his life. After our ocean trip, he and Dad sat across from each other at Big Brick’s blackened pine kitchen table. I lay on the couch in the family room, reading a Superman comic book.
“I’d like you to consider the military as a viable option,” my father said with formal enunciation as he took a swig of scotch.
My siblings and I often laughed at how closely Drinking Dar resembled the character “Frederick” from an episode of The Flintstones. Fred Flintstone’s entire personality had changed to a sophisticated gentleman after he was struck on the head by a bottle of Cactus Cola. He’d insisted on being called Frederick and his manner became sickeningly polite.
The likeness to my tipsy father was uncanny.
The reverse parallel fit just as snugly. In my father’s sober moments, he resembled the everyday Fred, overweight, loud, easily irritated, sometimes fun.
Drinking Dar spoke to Mike. “The Air Force is a fine institution,” he said. “You can receive an education without strapping a significant amount of debt to your shoulders.”
The conversation hung there. I stopped reading, waiting for my brother’s reply.
“Okay, I’ll check it out,” he said finally.
Through the open counter area that separated the two rooms I saw Dad smile. “They teach discipline. There comes a time in a young man’s career when a little discipline will provide some solid footing,” Drinking Dar continued.
I watched my brother, his face unreadable, listening as our father rambled on about the merits of the United States Armed Forces.
The next day, Mike talked to the Air Force recruiter in Arcadia. He came home with a handful of signed paperwork. They wanted him in Virginia at the beginning of September.
Three weeks later, we lay in the darkness, the last night Mike and I would share a room.
“Go to college, if you can,” he said abruptly, as I drifted toward sleep.
“Okay,” I said, shocked awake. We didn’t say any more.
I turned over and tried to settle down, my mind whirling that he had shared something so grown up with me.
???
October arrived, painting the forest beyond the corn patch and the sugar maple in the front yard with vibrant reds and yellows. Winter was coming.
At Big Brick, I had to be out of bed by six thirty to guarantee I’d be on time for my bus’ arrival. My morning rush to shower, dress, and eat grew increasingly dark and cold.
As the days shortened and autumn temperatures settled over Western New York, I found myself at the end of the driveway closer and closer to the seven thirty deadline. Around Thanksgiving, an early snow fell. The west wind howled across the top of our hill, piling drifts in the driveway.
Despite the colder weather, I sweated during my sprint down the driveway, trying to arrive before Merk chugged up the hill.
Jackie Merkum, my new bus driver, lived in the trailer park across from Gerard’s Grocery. She shopped in our store frequently, always laughing a loud laugh and voicing strong opinions on any subject. I liked her most of the time – except whenever she mentioned that I should exercise more and lose some weight.
Unknown to our customers, Paul and I had made a game of assigning code names to many of them. There was Cough, the cigar-smoking chemical technician who hacked out his words like he had a fur ball stuck in his throat. Lab Coat, the hospital aide who stopped in for potato chips and candy bars before his evening shift. And Gee’s, a nickname for the store itself.
Merk, a short, quick variation on her last name, seemed appropriate for Jackie. She was friendly sometimes, abrupt like my dad other times, and didn’t believe in waiting around for kids – if you were at the bus stop, you got a ride.
The miss was inevitable, yet the day it happened, I was unprepared. One early December morning, I frantically searched for my coat in the library closet. The dozens of jackets that crammed the space thwarted my efforts. Mom discovered me on her way to prepare the Opes’ breakfast. She sensed my distress.
“I’ll go watch for the bus,” she said. My mother opened the front door and stood, her slippers sticking to the thick crust of frost that had formed on the threshold. Jupiter would remember where his coat was, I thought. Or he’d deduce its location.
I gave up on the closet and ran upstairs. There was my jacket, piled on the floor in the corner of my bedroom. Mom yelled from the foyer. “She’s here, Honey!” She waved her arms as I raced down the stairs, skipping every other one.
Big Brick sat way back from the road. The driveway twisted and curled for over a hundred feet before it met the top of the hill. I catapulted through the front door, only to see a flash of school-bus yellow roll by. I ground to a halt, my breath making rapid, puffy clouds in front of my face.
“She didn’t even stop.” Mom’s tone sounded tight. “Go see if Paul can drive you to school on his way to the store.”
Back upstairs, I pounded on the bathroom door. I heard the shower running.
“Paul! I missed the bus!” I yelled through the wood. “Mom wants you to drive me to school!”
“What’d you say?”
I drew a deep breath. “I MISSED THE BUS CAN YOU DRIVE ME TO SCHOOL?”
“Ummm, okay, but we’re going to breakfast then. There’s a new Perkins opening in Arcadia today.”
“OKAY WITH ME!”
I headed back downstairs and plopped onto the couch, my armpits already damp through my golf-knit shirt. “He’ll take me,” I told my mom.
Paul appeared twenty minutes later and we piled into his car. My brother and I were no strangers to Perkins – a chain diner that had cropped up all over the area. We’d eaten there many times.
Arriving at the restaurant, I ordered in a rush, choosing my favorite pile of ham on a toasted bun – the Big Fritz. I loved to mix the sweetness of a Danish pastry with the saltiness of the ham. My Gerard’s Grocery snack combination in different form. Paul ordered his regular omelet.
Wolfing down my food, I fiddled with the cream packets, waiting for my brother to finish. “I gotta be there by nine!” I said, when he ordered a third refill of coffee.
“Okay, okay.” He took a long last swig. “But if we do this again, let’s leave earlier.”
I made it to school before the bell rang.
“Where were you?” Adam asked me in the schoolyard. “I didn’t see you get off the bus.”
“Paul drove me,” I said, dropping my tone a notch. “We went out to breakfast.”
Missing the bus quickly became a regular event. I enjoyed the door-to-door car ride – and breakfast with my brother. On the way, we talked about lots of things. Church, school, friends, Gerard’s Grocery customers. He seemed happy to have the company and I liked that he listened to anything I had to say.
Back on the bus, Merk seemed put off by my new routine. “A Big Fritz!” she barked, when I told her what I ate at Perkins. “You’ll never lose weight eating ham sandwiches for breakfast. Now me, I’ve started taking karate lessons with my boyfriend. It’s great exercise and discipline. That’s what you need, not going to Perkins everyday with Paul.”
My detective skills couldn’t sense whether she was mad about my being overweight or whether she resented that I didn’t need to rely on her to get to school. Regardless of the motivation, I caught the self-satisfied twist of her lips in the bus-driver-is-watching-you mirror and decided not to argue the point.
???
Gerard’s Grocery became fertile ground for me to hone my detective skills. Dad had just arrived home on a Sunday evening when we got a call from the local sheriff. The store alarm was blaring; a neighbor had reported it.
Dad and I piled into our Ford station wagon and cut through the snow that had drifted across the driveway. I brought my Lifesavers bag – the duffel I’d obtained by mailing in ten Lifesavers wrappers and five dollars.
I kept it packed with all the standard gear an investigator would need:
-- a pen and my journal, for recording pertinent information
-- a small mirror, for seeing around corners
-- a piece of colored chalk, to mark my trail with the Three Investigators’ triple-question-mark symbol: ???
-- a Swiss pocketknife, to cut through bonds
-- a camera and flash
All the equipment Jupiter used in the books.
Adding a tape measure to help document the crime scene, I was ready for action.
“It’s probably a false alarm,” Dad figured. “Maybe the wind rattled the back door. But I suppose we better check it out.”
I gripped my journal in my left hand. When we reached the store, I wrote down the time: 7:53 p.m.
A police cruiser sat in the parking lot, its exhaust visible in the chilly night air. Dad pulled up to the officer’s car and rolled down the window. “You got hit, Darwin,” the first one said.
My father’s jaw fell open. I craned my neck to hear every word the cop said.
“Looks like they used a sledge hammer to smash the front door. I don’t know if they got away with much, you might wanna take a look. There’s some footprints here in the snow where they ran to a car parked off the road.” He pointed past the ice-covered pond to a dark stretch of road. I slipped out of the car, desperate to see the damage.
“Goddamn it!” Dad shouted as he surveyed the shattered remains of the front door scattered down the main aisle. Small pieces of glass winked at us from beneath the chip rack. “You know how much that door glass costs?”
“You’re insured, right?” one of the younger cops asked.
“Yeah, but this is a helluva mess.” Dad stepped across the glass, crunching his way toward the register. I knew we didn’t leave cash in the drawer, but my father kept rolled coin stored under the counter. Maybe fifty or sixty dollars worth. And, as part of the closing procedure, we always placed a small bag of starter cash for the morning shift in the freezer behind the counter.
The coin was gone. The frozen cash was safe.
“They probably had a hard time getting outta here with all that rolled coin in their pockets and the alarm screamin’ in their ears.” Dad smiled for the first time since we’d received the call.
A second squad car with two more policemen pulled up. Dad recognized one of them, a guy named Fred who lived in the neighborhood and shopped at Gerard’s Grocery regularly. Paul and I called him Ready Freddy for his helpful-but-anxious manner. “Thanks for coming out, Fred,” my father greeted him.
“What a damn shame, Dar!” Fred replied, pacing back and forth around the broken glass. “A damn shame!”
“I’m gonna look around outside,” I said.
My breath hung in tiny clouds as I surveyed the parking lot. The tracks in the snow near the door were messed up by the cops, but I could see one clear set of prints heading toward the pond. Beyond that, tread marks cut through the frozen slush. Just like something from The Three Investigators.
I opened the Lifesavers bag and grabbed my camera and flash. I snapped a few pictures of the tire tracks, then moved to the shoe impressions.
Squatting over one of the clearest footprints, I took a few shots from different angles. I pulled out my notebook and drew a sketch of the pattern. Nancy Drew had done the same once – and it helped capture the criminal.
Pulling out the tape measure, I recorded the length and width of the print in my journal. Satisfied I had all the immediate details, I returned to the store.
Ready Freddy helped Dad put a piece of plywood over the hole in the empty door frame. I wondered whether I should show my notes to the police. Like Merk, I knew Fred pretty well; he shopped at our store almost every day.
Standing in the frigid air, watching them work to cover the door, I decided to keep my investigation private. I didn’t want to risk them laughing at me. When the place was secure, Dad and I climbed back into the Ford and headed home.
On TV, crooks often returned to the scene of the crime. Over the next couple of weeks, I studied my sketches and watched customers come and go. I looked at all of their shoes, but there wasn’t an easy way to measure size. And all of their tire tracks looked the same in Gee’s muddy parking lot.
Frustrated, I packed my journal back into my nightstand drawer, wondering when I’d uncover a mystery that I could really sink my detective teeth into.
RUNAWAY PLAN: Cincinnati/Days Thirteen—Fourteen (1984)
The day for college approached. The night before I had to report, I picked up a twenty-pack of chicken nuggets and devoured them on my bedroom couch. The anxious tension in my stomach receded.
My freshman orientation at Xavier began the next morning. I parked Bufford in the visitor lot. Hand-made signs directed me to tables near the chapel, where I was assigned to join a small group of kids.
“Hi!” a girl with a deep, sassy voice greeted us. Red hair swirled around her face, reaching down to her shoulders. Like Nancy Drew, I thought to myself.
“Now there’s a bunch of rules we have to cover, but guys, just hang with me, we’ll get through this, and then we can talk about the good stuff, like parties off campus.”
There were six of us in total: the red-haired girl, another blonde, and three guys. I tried to focus on remembering everyone, but as we met many more teachers and students in the throngs of people, I lost all track of names. For the first time, my Jupiter-detective skills abandoned me.
The day after Xavier orientation, I cruised around Cincinnati getting to know the street layout, then returned to the apartment. I had eaten lunch, but still felt hungry.
My sister, Molly, and I had finished off all of our munchies, so I made a quick trip to the grocery store. Passing the Park at Your Own Risk sign on my return, I spotted Danny, our upstairs neighbor, walking his dog, Chauncey. A girl strolled along with them. As I unpacked Bufford, they approached.
“Greg, this is my girlfriend, Liz,” Danny said.
She and I both spoke at the same time. “Hi.”
I smiled and made small talk for a few minutes. When they continued on their walk, I watched, feeling a sense of rejection inside my belly that I knew wasn’t rational.
I sat down in Bufford’s front seat. Tears bubbled up from nowhere. I blinked hard, willing them away. I tried to laugh, to discharge the feelings that were surfacing, but my regular emotional release – hysterical cackling – escaped me. I sat in the heat of the late summer afternoon and talked to myself.
So he isn’t gay.
So what?
What would you have done if he was?
I finally locked the car and entered the building. It was a long walk up the four flights, my head feeling as heavy as the grocery bags I carried. When I reached the apartment, I immediately broke out the pretzel rods, M&Ms, and 7-UP.
Tuesday, February 27, 1979
I have been having very conflicting thoughts. I thought a year ago that I would be a priest for sure. But now I kind of want to make it with a girl and have a bunch of kids.
MIKE WENT OUT with girls all the time. Even Paul, with all his health problems, had been to the prom. I was reminded of this every time I dragged the projector out of Big Brick’s attic and ran the family slides.
At twelve, I sensed I was expected to do the same, by Mike, by my friends, by everybody. That’s what guys did – at least until they entered the priesthood. Then it won’t matter.
Gaila and I had become friends during a Saint Mike’s student council rally. I liked her kooky laugh and the way her thick brown hair cascaded over her shoulders. If I had to go on a date, she seemed like a good choice.
Movies were for dates, everybody knew that. And I really wanted to see the new movie, Superman. The perfect match.
“What do you think?” I asked Adam in homeroom. He raised his eyebrows.
“You’re gonna ask her on a date?” My best friend seemed surprised.
“Yeah, do you like her?” I pressed him.
He shrugged his shoulders and smiled. “She seems okay. Go for it, Cassanova!”
Riding this wave of confidence, I approached Gaila’s desk at lunch. “Hey,” I started, stepping too close in my haste. She moved away.
“Yeees?” she asked, pulling a strand of hair from between her braces.
“I was thinkin’ about seeing the new Superman movie—” I trailed off.
“Gregory Gerard, are you asking me on a date?” she spoke too loudly. I looked around, but nobody seemed interested in our conversation.
“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking.”
She rolled her eyes and considered my request. “Well, I’ll have to ask my mother, but it’s probably okay,” she said.
I forged ahead. “Great! Let’s go this Sunday afternoon.”
“Okay,” she agreed.
I returned to my desk and breathed in short gasps, giving a “thumbs up” sign to Adam.
The following Sunday after Mass, Paul drove me to Gaila’s house in Arcadia. I walked up to her door, trying to keep my hands from shaking. She answered the bell. “Hi.”
“Hi.” This is just like being friends in school, I told myself. My stomach disagreed.
“My mom wants to meet you,” she said as an older, thinner version of Gaila appeared.
“Hello, Greg. It’s nice to meet you. You take good care of my Gaila today.”
“Awwwww, Mom!” Gaila whined.
“It’s nice to meet you,” I spoke up, anxious to get moving.
“Okay, okay, you be a good girl. Home by five thirty!” her mom instructed. She kissed Gaila and we piled into Paul’s car. “Hello!” Gaila’s mom waved to my brother.
Paul dumped us in front of the theater. I’d already instructed him to be back in exactly two hours. Our Perkins was right next door. He’ll probably sit there the whole time, I thought. Sipping coffee and talking to our regular waitress.
I paid for the tickets, snacks, and drinks – thanks to an emergency stipend from the second-drawer down. Gaila thanked me and we settled into our seats just before the previews came on.
Was I supposed to put my arm around her? I clutched the large bin of popcorn to my chest to ensure my hands were busy. That’s rude. Guilt flushed over me in a wave. “You want some?” I thrust the snack toward her, spilling some in the process.
“Okay.” She took a large handful. I perched the bin on my knee so we could both reach it. It twitched slightly with the trembling of my leg, but Gaila didn’t seem to notice.
The movie started and I began to relax. Christopher Reeve was the Superman I’d envisioned from my comic books. I drank in his sturdy face, his powerful frame. Gaila sat forgotten for most of the film, except during the occasional interruption for more popcorn.
When the credits flashed across the screen, we stood to leave.
“Wasn’t that good?” I asked her.
“Yeah,” she agreed.
“The only thing I didn’t like was that he broke the rule about interfering with time. That was the one thing he wasn’t supposed to do.”
She turned and yanked my arm. “He did it to save Lois!” she screeched louder than I’d expected. I glanced at the other patrons. A few kids looked our way, but nobody said anything.
“She was his girlfriend! She would have died otherwise!” Gaila continued, when I didn’t respond.
I rushed her toward the exit, hoping Paul was waiting. I spied his Oldsmobile in the bright afternoon sun. “Well—I still don’t like that he had to break the rules. Besides, why would turning the world backwards turn back time?” Adding some Jupiter-logic might calm her down.
“Arrrh!” Gaila made a wordless noise as I pushed her toward the car. This wasn’t going as smoothly as I’d hoped.
I opened the car door and shifted the conversation away from Superman and Lois. “Paul, where’d you spend the two hours?”
“Perkins,” he answered.
We climbed in and he pulled away from the curb. Gaila sat in the rider’s seat, not speaking. My stomach, quelled with popcorn, began to gurgle, anticipating the next hurdle. Everything I’d ever heard about dates included a goodnight kiss.
It’s only afternoon, I thought. That doesn’t qualify.
I liked Gaila, but the thought of pressing my lips to hers made me feel as if a plastic garbage bag were over my head – while someone slowly tightened the pull string. I wanted out, as quickly as possible.
At her house, I walked her to the door.
Gaila spoke first. “Well, see ya. Thanks for the movie and popcorn. Even if you don’t think it’s worth breaking a rule to save your girlfriend!” she gave me one final jab. Her eyes darted from my face to the ground, then back to my face.
“I had fun, too. See ya in school!” I said.
And quickly retreated to the car.
Sunday, April 8, 1979
I went on my first date today with Gaila. We saw Superman. It was a great movie. I was really nervous before it, and after it I threw up.
P.S. I lost four pounds so far this month by dieting!
P.P.S. I got $60.00 saved already for Ocean City where Paul, Mike and I are going in August for a great beach vacay!
???
My oldest sister, Molly, had maintained a bedroom at Big Brick, but she’d spent much of her time away at nursing school. After graduation, she moved back in with us for a few months until she accepted a nurse’s job at an adult care facility in Cincinnati. The night before she left, I wandered into her bedroom carrying a bag of Oreos. She was shoving clothes into a tall cardboard box.
“How will we stay in touch?” I asked, sprawling across her bed.
“Well, it’s not that expensive to fly to Cincinnati and we can write anytime.” I watched her seal the last box with transparent mailing tape, then she slumped onto the bed beside me. We broke into the Oreos together, plowing through them.
I looked up, noticing that dead flies had gathered inside the ceiling’s light fixture. We had them in every bedroom of Big Brick: flies trapped between bulb and diffuser. Piles of insects that’d silently suffocated.
I split a cookie in half and scraped the white goo into my mouth with my front teeth. “So you’re gonna work with Opes?” I asked.
“Yeah,” she laughed. “Just like home.”
I watched my sister carefully. “What’s it feel like, to be going so far away from home?” I asked.
Molly stared at the ceiling. “I don’t know. It’ll be different, I guess. Sorta like living at nursing school, but just a more expensive phone call.”
My big sister paused, then laughed again. “What if I end up paying more money for the phone bill than my apartment?” We both giggled, then laughed, then howled. Our laughing fit continued for some time as a dull pain settled into my gut, both from the hard laughing and from all the cookies I’d eaten. Tears trickled out of my eyes, blurring the image of tiny fly corpses caught in the fixture above my head.
???
Paul and I continued the Perkins trips throughout the school year. We always found plenty to talk about during the ride. “Sing the Saint Michael’s song again,” Paul said as we rode toward our restaurant.
I’d learned the words from Adam at school, later singing it around Big Brick. Paul had laughed out loud. I launched into the familiar lyrics:
Give a cheer, give a cheer
For the boys who make the beer,
In the cellar of Saint Michael’s School.
Oh I hope that they don’t find
That we’re down here all the time
In the cellar of Saint Michael’s School.
Run! Run! Run!
I think I hear a nun.
Grab all the liquor you can hold.
If she grabs you by the ear
Say, ‘Sister, have a beer!’
In the cellar of Saint Michael’s School.
Paul chuckled. “That song cracks me up,” he said, pulling into Perkins’ parking lot. I couldn’t believe that he, the most Catholic of us all – who wouldn’t even tell a little white lie if Mom asked him to – enjoyed the song about beer in the basement of Saint Mike’s.
Merk continued to give me flack for eating a Big Fritz at breakfast. “That’s why you put on a spare tire,” she explained, staring at my bottom as I walked down the bus aisle. “I’m tellin’ ya, karate is the way to go, it’s great exercise! And I should know; I’m getting to be a regular expert, heh heh heh!”
My cheeks burned with her loud words. She reminded me of my dad; when he raised his voice, he said whatever he felt, regardless of who was listening. For once, I felt relieved that I lived so far away from Saint Mike’s. I was one of the first kids on the bus. Not many other kids were present to witness Merk’s assessment of my “spare tire.”
Finding a seat near the back, I vowed to ride to school with Paul more frequently.
???
I began to long for a functional detective agency. I wanted a place I could model after The Three Investigators.
By now I’d read almost all of their stories, including my favorites: The Mystery of the Screaming Clock, The Mystery of the Fiery Eye. I idolized Jupiter’s ability to outthink the crooks, even if he ate too much. Nancy Drew, Frank and Joe Hardy were all thin, attractive, and athletic – everybody expected them to succeed.
In the books, Jupiter created a headquarters in a used trailer, hidden behind junk in his uncle’s salvage yard. Headquarters was stocked with everything: phone, photo lab, secret entrances. Just the kind of place I needed.
Adam rode the bus home with me on a Friday night and we discussed the problem. After dinner, we searched all around Big Brick.
I thought of the grain bin, the one my brother, Mike, had shown me, the place I’d read the Playboy. It was hard to get to, dark, and dank – but very well hidden. Adam and I climbed to the second floor of the barn to consider the possibility.
We ascended the creaky stairs. I hooked the flashlight I’d brought into my belt, crossed the stage, and climbed the ladder over the half-wall on the far side. Adam peeked his head over the edge of the wall. “This is so cool!” he said.
Similar to my previous visits, darkness clouded my view, with only the flashlight and an indirect glow filtering down from the small window high above. One after the other, we climbed down the interior ladder. Small clouds of dust rose like mini-tornadoes in the flashlight’s beam. I began a sneezing fit as Adam reached my side.
“This is perfect,” he said.
“As soon as we clean it up and get some more light in here.”
In the center of the floor, I found a vent hole. “This is probably to send grain down to the first floor for the cows.” I tried to sound sure, as I imagined Jupiter would be. I pushed it open and peered through. The hole was about six by six inches, large enough to pass evidence through, if we were attacked from above.
I stood up and surveyed the rest of the room. In contrast to the inch of grime on the floor, the walls appeared clean. The slotted boards formed a tight fit, probably to keep the grain from spilling out the sides. I liked that our secrets would be contained as easily as the grain had been.
“Now this is a Headquarters,” I said, very pleased. Adam shook his head in agreement.
We spent the rest of the evening sweeping grime through the vent hole into a large garbage can.
The next morning, we carried a few boards up from the first floor, which we laid across the top of the bin, creating a ceiling. That was all we could do before Paul took Adam home. “I can come back next weekend,” my friend told me as he left.
“Great. I’ll work on it this week.”
“ ’K. See ya, man.”
“Not if I see you first,” I said, waving as Paul’s Oldsmobile pulled away.
I stayed in the barn all day, cleaning and sneezing. Near suppertime, I completed the final task: snaking an extension cord to power Headquarters out of sight behind the barn rafters.
In a household full of siblings, Opes – and any number of enemies once my detective efforts became renowned – I was determined to keep my use of the grain bin as HQ a secret known only to me, Adam, and my detective’s journal.
Tuesday May 15, 1979
Adam and I started to build a Three Investigators Headquarters in the barn this weekend. I bought great walkie-talkies today for our cases.
Over the next week, I worked late into the evenings, setting up a workbench, a desk area, a hot plate, and a fluorescent clock I commandeered from the piles of stuff on the first floor. I bought a used CB radio from a kid on the bus and installed it above the workbench.
I stocked a small shelf with a box of Nestle Crunch bars and a canister of dried Lipton soup packets – compliments of Gerard’s Grocery. They seemed like good sustenance, in case I was ever trapped in HQ for an extended period of time.
My portable radio got good reception inside Headquarters. Turning through the AM dial one night, I discovered a program that was perfect to build a detective agency by. The CBS Radio Mystery Theater, a one-hour mystery drama, was broadcast each night at ten o’clock. I loved the creaking door that opened the show and the host’s, E.G. Marshall’s, case-like introduction to each episode. I began spending every night in my new headquarters listening to the show as I organized my office.
“What are you doing out there?” Paul asked. He couldn’t understand why I suddenly chose to stay in the barn so late at night, but I wasn’t ready to reveal my secret.
“Just hanging out,” I said, cringing at the weakness of my excuse.
???
I could tell my brother, Mike, was lonely in the Air Force. He wrote me weekly letters as our Ocean City trip drew closer. We talked more on paper than we ever had in person.
He worked in the cryptography section of the Force. One week he sent me a stack of brain teasers. I attacked them with enthusiasm, believing that Jupiter would be able to solve them. I sealed my results and mailed them to Virginia. He replied with the answers the following week. I opened the envelope from the stack of mail and scanned the pages. I’d gotten some of them right, but I wasn’t sure if it was enough to impress him.
???
Mom and Dad invited a bunch of people to our house for a summer party. While my mother and sisters stacked shaved ham and pre-cut rolls onto a long table in the dining room, my father set up his electric piano on Big Brick’s front porch.
One by one, guests began to arrive, including Caroline and her parents from across the street. A saxophone, a bass, and a drum set joined Dad’s piano on the porch. The quartet began to play swing tunes. A few couples danced on our front sidewalk.
Dad had set up a bar in the kitchen, a long row of bottles on the jet-black counter. The scotch, vodka, and gin bottles were all newly purchased. Caroline and I watched the adults approach and fill their glasses.
“It’s a helluva party, Betty!” Caroline’s dad yelled to my mother across the kitchen, ice cubes tinkling in his glass.
“I want to try a drink,” I whispered to my friend. Her face twisted as though she’d sucked on one of the lemon wedges that peppered Big Brick’s counter.
“You’re too young!” she insisted. She was only ten, but I was thirteen. Old enough, I thought.
“I’m gonna ask my mom,” I said, determined to try. I approached my mother, who piled dishes into the sink. A woman stood at her left, talking and smoking.
I tugged at the sleeve of Mom’s dress. “Is it okay if I have a drink?” I said.
She glanced toward me. “Sure, Honey,” she said, then continued her conversation with the lady-guest.
I suspected she didn’t know I meant alcohol, but my Catholic conscience felt relieved that I’d asked permission. There’d be nothing to report to Father McFarland in the confessional.
I grabbed a plastic glass and filled it with orange juice. Pausing casually, I tipped the vodka bottle toward my glass. An inch of clear fluid mixed with my OJ. Nobody but Caroline saw it.
My friend and I went out to the front yard as I gulped down the orange mixture in the hot afternoon sun. It tasted slightly bitter.
After several minutes, my head began to feel light and airy. I giggled. The band kicked off a raucous melody.
“Let’s dance. I think this music is called Dixieland,” I said to Caroline.
She followed me onto the far side of the wrap-around porch, out of sight of the performers. We linked arms and ran in circles, kicking up our heels, as I’d seen people do on TV. My whole body felt as light as a butterfly hovering over the field grass next to the house.
“I like drinking!” I yelled to my ten-year old friend.
She kept dancing, but a dark furrow cut across her forehead.
???
June 27, 1979
I am trying to become a Jupiter. I am taking the walkie-talkie apart to see how it works. It’s really interesting.
Adam and I have got the greatest secret Headquarters up in the grain bin on the second floor of the barn!
First Investigator, Greg
PS. I can hardly wait for August 3 -18, 1979. Mike, Paul and I are going to Ocean City! Yahoo!
Headquarters had surpassed my initial plans, but I continued to make improvements. In The Three Investigators, the boys had a couple of entrances to thwart enemies. I used a circular saw to cut a small hole in the floor and added a hinged cover. It opened just above some stored furniture. I could step down onto it, scramble onto the workbench, and jump to the floor. I now had an escape hatch. I called it Tunnel Two, mimicking Jupiter Jones’ second entrance.
My dad got a new alarm system at the store. I saw him pack the old siren into a box in the backroom. “Can I have this?” I asked, trying to avoid any questions.
“Go ahead,” he said, distracted by an argument he was having with the beer salesman.
I brought it home and installed it just above HQ’s ceiling. Because we’d done so much renovation on Big Brick, there were always boxes of leftover electrical equipment lying around the barn. I found a few light switches and brought them up. I cut up an extension cord and ran it from a control panel I’d fashioned to the siren above. Everything was in place.
I flipped the switch I’d marked Siren. The wail echoed through the cavernous space of the second floor as pigeons flapped madly about. I switched it off.
“Cool,” I said out loud, munching on one of the Hershey’s almond bars I’d brought from Gee’s to replace the box of Nestle Crunch, which I’d already finished.
???
My sister, Kathy, scheduled a clothing trip to the mall. I opted to join her, to look over the latest technology at Radio Shack. I might find something for use in my detective agency.
Inside the store, I spotted a telephone intercom system. I checked the price, $13.95. In my wallet I had a twenty dollar bill I’d taken from Mom’s second-drawer down. What could I use the phones for? An idea popped into my head. Sold.
That evening, I unwound the cable that ran between the two units. Fifty feet, the directions stated. Enough to reach from Paul’s bedroom to mine. I set up my phone on the floor next to my bed and ran the gray-blue wire along the carpet’s edge in the hallway. I looped it around Paul’s doorframe, setting his phone on the headboard of his bed.
“Let’s try it out,” he said enthusiastically.
I beeped from my room; he picked up almost immediately.
“ ’Nello,” Paul said. “Have I reached the party to whom I am speaking?”
“It is I.” I tried to speak like Jupiter would.
“This is pretty cool.”
“Yeah and we don’t have to pay long distance!” I joked.
“Not unless Ma Bell hears about this.”
We talked late into the night about our upcoming vacation, customers, Saint Michael’s, whatever came into our heads.
The week of our Ocean City trip, I packed my book bag with the necessities – beach towel, sun glasses, comic books. I was missing sun tan lotion. Paul kept several bottles on his dresser – he loved the sunshine. I walked down the hall.
My brother lay on his bed fully clothed, pressing an ice pack against the indentation in his skull. The spitty basin rested on the floor nearby.
“What’s the matter with you?” I asked.
“I got a headache,” he said, his right eye focusing on me while the left gazed into space, like it sometimes did when he had head pressure.
I rested my hand on his headboard. “Well, do you need anything?”
“Nahh. Mom just wants me to rest. She’s calling the doctor.”
I grabbed a bottle of Coppertone off his dresser. “Can I borrow this for O.C.?”
He focused on the bottle for a moment, then closed both eyes. “Sure.”
Tuesday, August 7, 1979
We are not going to Ocean City. Paul is sick, he has to have brain surgery tomorrow.
Mom walked out of the house behind me. We were going to the hospital for Paul’s operation. Everybody else would be along in a minute.
“Honey,” she said, putting her arm around me. “You know that he might not make it through the surgery.”
“I know,” I said, emphasizing the words, feeling heat rise in my cheeks. Did she think I didn’t know such a simple thing?
“Okay, Honey. You two have become such pals this past year, I wanted to make sure you knew how serious this is.” Dad, Anne, and Kathy joined us and we piled into our massive station wagon.
In the hospital waiting room, I wavered between clinical Jupiter detachment and fervent praying. “Jesus, please let my brother be okay,” I pleaded.
August 10, 1979
Paul’s surgery was a success. The upper part of his shunt was clogged with protein tissue.
P.S. I have to go back to school soon. Yuck!
Paul came home from the hospital after a few days, but he wasn’t able to return to the store for awhile. We all put in extra shifts to help out. At home, I introduced him to The CBS Radio Mystery Theater. It quickly became our nighttime routine: to listen to the program and eat bowls of ice cream together.
Each Sunday at Saint Pat’s, they mentioned my brother’s name as part of the community prayer list. People approached us after Mass, asking how he was doing.
“Oh, he’s coming along,” Mom said to all of them.
Paul and I chatted on our bedroom phones while I packed my book bag for the first day of eighth grade – my last year at Saint Michael’s.
“Does your head hurt?” I asked him.
“Nahhh, I just hope my hair doesn’t give up the ghost. I don’t have any to spare.” I laughed. Same old Paul. “They said my old shunt was clogged with protein.”
“Yeah, I heard. How long is a shunt supposed to last?”
He thought for a minute. “Well, they did the last surgery in ’76 and that’s only three years. But they tell me I should be good for another ten.”
“You’ll be thirty seven before you need one again!”
“That’s what they tell me.”
My finger slipped and hit the button that signaled Paul’s phone. A loud beep stung both our ears.
“Youch!” he said through the receiver.
“Sorry, that was me.”
“Alll-righty. That oughta clear out any protein left in my head.”
I chuckled again. “Well, just work on getting better ’cause I think I might be missing the bus sometime soon.”
“I’ll work on it,” he promised.
The next day was blazing for September. I stood at the end of the driveway early. Merk pulled up, the brakes screeching as she slowed to a stop. “How’s Paul doing?” she asked when the doors popped open. The customers missed him as much as the parishioners.
“He’s getting better. He can’t work at the store for awhile, though.”
“No Big Fritz anytime soon, huh?”
“No,” I said as she closed the doors and ground the gears. As I took my seat, I searched the mirror to see if she seemed pleased, but her face only registered concern.
Arrival at school seemed different this year. We were the eighth graders, the oldest kids on the property. It felt powerful.
I was happy to see Adam again. “Hello, Gregor,” he said as we settled into homeroom.
“Hello, Adaman,” I replied. “Did you watch Bionic Woman last week?”
“Of course.” We discussed the episode as the school year got under way.
Friday, September 21, 1979
Paul has had a relapse. He went to the hospital. He will be operated on Monday.
It started in the usual way. Paul got more headaches and threw up, the same as he had in August. Mom couldn’t believe it.
“Oh my God, Darwin,” she said to Dad when he got home from the store. Her voice was trembly, like it sounded when the furnace made funny noises or a water pipe leaked. “Do you think it’s his shunt?”
Dad studied Paul, whose bumpy skull shined in the harsh light from the nightstand lamp. “Now just slow down, Mom. Let’s take this one step at a time.”
He moved closer to look into Paul’s eyes, accidentally kicking into the spitty basin. I grabbed it and moved it away.
Paul said nothing, rubbing the depression in his head, the same spot he’d used to pump away the pain when he was seven.
It was swollen.
My father finally spoke. “I guess we better ship him back up to the hospital.”
“Oh my God,” Mom shuddered in the background.
Dad and Mom drove Paul to Strong Hospital the next day. Another CAT scan revealed more pressure in Paul’s head. “We’ll do surgery Monday morning,” the doctors told my parents.
Two surgeries in two months felt more critical than usual – and the family responded. Molly arranged to fly home the next day from Cincinnati and Mike said he would hitch a ride up from Virginia.
“Sorta like a Walton’s operation,” Kathy joked as we got into the car Monday morning. I skipped school at The Booker’s request. Mom had trouble covering the Old People and the store on such short notice, so we all helped.
My sister dropped me at Gerard’s Grocery to cover the day shift, then she drove home to watch the Opes.
I set out my M&Ms, pretzels, and 7-UP. For once, I was a grateful to be busy with customers. It made the time pass more quickly.
Anne showed up to relieve me around three.
“Is there any word yet?” I asked.
“No. But it doesn’t mean anything bad, he could just be in post-op for a long time.” A budding nurse herself, Anne always knew facts like that.
At home that night, Kathy and I served the Opes’ supper, then waited. The phone rang around eight.
Kathy got to it first. “Hello?” she spoke into the receiver. “Yeah.” Pause. “Yeah.” More pause.
“Is he okay?” I whispered at her. She covered the mouthpiece.
“Yeah, hold on,” she mouthed at me. I paced the kitchen for a minute, then headed for the ice cream freezer while she continued to talk. Finally, she hung up.
“So what’s the story?” I asked as I pulled out the vanilla ice cream, then scrounged in the cupboard for chocolate sauce and Spanish peanuts.
“He had to have another pump put in. I guess the first one wasn’t working right. They left them both in. But he’s doing okay.”
“Are Mom, Dad, Mike, and Molly comin’ right home?”
“They’re gonna stop for dinner somewhere, then be home later.”
“You want some ice cream?”
Kathy looked at me, her dainty white collar poking out from beneath a matching sweater.
“Okay, but I gotta call Anne to tell her Paul’s all right.”
“I’ll wait for ya,” I said, pulling another bowl down from the cupboard.
Paul came home a few days later and everybody returned to their normal routine. His second recovery went much like the first. He spent the majority of his time in bed, reading and sleeping. We talked every night on our Radio Shack phones.
“What’s it like to have brain surgery?” I asked.
“Oh, I don’t know. Same as any other surgery, I guess. Except you come out bald afterwards.”
I giggled.
By the time Paul’s hair had grown into a crisp crew cut, he was ready to return to the store. I noticed that he had more trouble remembering things.
Mom still relied on him to pull up odd facts from the past – things like Bessie Heckman, the name of an old lady who helped her care for Kathy, Mike, and Anne when they were babies. Recent memories confounded him, like remembering to bring home milk from the store when we called and placed an order. He stubbornly refused to write anything down.
???
The phone system for teachers at Saint Michael’s consisted of a hockey-puck shaped receiver attached to a slotted metal wall grate. During English class, it beeped twice. My eighth-grade English and Religion teacher, Sister Emily, a gray-haired woman with an air of holiness about her gentle movements, approached, lifted the receiver, and spoke into the grate.
“Yes?”
She listened for a moment, then her eyes darted to me.
My stomach knotted.
“Okay, thank you, Sister.” The teacher hung up and turned to face the class. “Greg, Sister Joyce would like you to stop down to the principal’s office. Your father is here.”
The noose on my gut tightened a notch. I had never been summoned to her office before. Why was my dad here? Did something happen to Paul?
The rest of the students began to moan with mock seriousness.
“That’s enough,” Sister Emily admonished them.
“Whatdja do?” Adam said. I shrugged, standing from beneath my desk.
Sister Emily smiled at me. “You’re excused.”
I walked the length of the eighth-grade wing, not rushing. Down the stairs, I turned the corner into the principal’s office. My father’s girth filled the chair across from Sister Joyce.
“Hi, Greg,” he said. “I had some business in the area, so I thought I’d stop in and see what it is you do here.”
“Take a seat,” Sister Joyce indicated a second chair. I sat, my own hips tight between the arm rests. I wondered where this was headed.
“I was just telling your father how pleased we are with your performance here, Greg. Your grades are the highest in your class.”
My stomach unclenched. We were on smooth ground. “Mr. Gerard, have you considered continuing Greg’s Catholic education into high school?”
“My wife and I have considered the possibility, but the options are limited in Pal-Mac.” I looked at my father, surprised. His tone had taken on its proper inflection – without the alcohol. I’d never heard Drinking Dar emerge without the encouragement of scotch whiskey.
I tilted my head slightly toward my principal and pinched my lower lip, attempting to look studious. As Jupiter would.
Sister leaned toward us, smiling widely. “Have you considered McQuaid Jesuit up in Rochester? My brothers attended McQuaid and they have wonderful things to say about it.”
“That’s a possibility,” Dad crunched his brow. “Of course, expense is a consideration. He’s The Caboose and a couple of the brood are still under our roof.” Now he sounded more like my regular dad.
Sister Joyce nodded. “I feel that Greg would benefit from McQuaid. It’s a college-preparatory institution and, considering Greg’s grades, he would have no problem passing the entrance exam. The fact that they only accept boys provides a certain focus on education that other schools might not have.”
My father chuckled. Sister Joyce’s grin broadened.
“Of course, they emphasize the same Catholic character building and morals that we do here at Saint Michael’s.” She turned to me. “I think you would love it,” she said. “What do you think, Greg?”
My cheeks felt hot, basking in the praise my principal had given me in front of my father. I liked the idea of an exclusive school in the city.
“It sounds great!”
My father spoke up. “Sister, your recommendation speaks very highly to me. Mrs. Gerard and I will discuss it.” Drinking Dar again.
He’s being formal because she’s a nun, I thought.
She sat back, pulling out a pad and pen. “With your permission, I’ll get in touch with the appropriate people at McQuaid and have them send you more information.”
“Please do. Thank you, Sister. We’ve always thought very highly of Saint Michael’s.”
She scribbled a note on the pad. “And we think very highly of Greg.”
I casually touched the back of my hand to my face. It didn’t feel warm on the outside – which surprised me. It burned inside.
“Now, you’d better head back to English, young man,” she excused me. We all stood. She extended her hand to my father. “It was a pleasure to see you again, Mr. Gerard.”
He clasped her hand and shook succinctly. “We’re always happy to hear good news about this one,” he tipped his head at me, smiling. “That’s all we ever seem to hear.”
“That seems to be all we have to say about him,” I heard her say. My thoughts were already elsewhere. An all-boy school in the city. Wow.
???
The tingling below my belt had increased since my escapades at the pool with Adam. More frequently I woke with an anxious swelling in my groin, enjoying the pressure of my body against the mattress. Something was going on down there. I wasn’t sure what exactly it was – but it felt good.
I stepped into my homeroom’s coat closet a few weeks after Dad visited Sister Joyce. Adam and a few of our friends huddled, speaking in low tones. I joined the tight circle.
“Yeah, Melody’s boobs are really filling out,” one of them said about a girl in our class.
“She shouldn’ta started wearing a bra. Did you see it through her blouse? Things were just starting to get interesting.”
They laughed in unison and I joined in, although Melody’s chest and her new bra-wearing habits hadn’t caught my observant detective’s eye. They went on to talk about another girl’s physical attributes.
I enjoyed huddling with my friends, feeling their passion. And their physical closeness.
October 7, 1979
I can’t believe it. I was sitting in the tub, and I was spraying water on my dick and really getting my thrills and all of the sudden I feel like I’m gonna pee and some white stuff is coming out. I had an ejaculation. This is the time and date: 6:10PM, October 7, 1979. It feels like I dreamt it all. But I know I didn’t. Right now, I feel drained, secure and manly.
What I didn’t choose to record was that, the whole time I’d been in the bathtub, I hadn’t been thinking about Gaila, or Melody, or even Nancy Drew.
I’d been thinking about Superman.
RUNAWAY PLAN: Cincinnati/Weeks Three—Four (1984)
Two days after orientation, college classes began. Chemistry, Calculus, French, Basic Programming. I had a full schedule. As a commuter, I received a sticker for Bufford’s window and directions to a vast student parking lot, far from the row of brick classrooms.
Rain pelted my car as I pulled in on the first day. The morning had slipped past faster than expected – I might not make it to class on time.
The empty spots were at the furthest corner of the lot. I opened the car door as huge droplets of water slapped against my arm. I pulled back, searching for something to cover me. I didn’t own an umbrella.
Back home in Pal-Mac, the farthest I’d had to park from any building was a short dash. Rain gear had never been a staple in my wardrobe. Bucking up, I hoisted my book bag over my head and jogged through the torrent. I arrived at my first class, Chemistry, soaking wet and gasping for breath.
“Take an open seat,” the professor commanded. I didn’t need to be Jupiter to read the disdain dripping from his tone as liberally as the rainwater dribbled off my hair. He passed me a thin packet of papers. I shoved them into my textbook and sat down, feeling tiny rivulets of water run down my legs.
Over the first couple of weeks of school, I struggled to catch the routine of college. School had always come easily to me, but Xavier was different. I was different, off kilter, more than ever before. I’d somehow managed to belong before, at least on the outside.
I saw a poster on campus that Xavier had scheduled a welcoming Mass in the school’s chapel at ten a.m. that coming Sunday. I hadn’t been to church for several weeks, although I hadn’t stopped talking to God. I made a mental note of the time, vowing to return to my Catholic routine.
The familiarity might help ground my thoughts, which fired and flared almost out of control. The same mystery – my grand secret – that I’d manage to contain over the years swirled through my head, threatening to split my life wide open.
Somehow, I just couldn’t make it all fit inside me anymore.
Sunday arrived, but I didn’t feel like going to Mass. Instead, I drove down to the river and watched the still water trundle by.
Chapter Seven: Covert Research (1979 continued)
WE’D HAD THE sex class with Mrs. Stirpe over a year ago, but it hadn’t prepared me for the steamy excitement of October 7. By the following week, I had three similar experiences under my belt. The bathroom became my favorite room at Big Brick.
Father Fredricks stopped by our eighth-grade homeroom on a Tuesday afternoon. His unannounced visits to our Religion class were not uncommon, but today he greeted Sister Emily differently.
They didn’t exchange words. Just a nod, as though executing a clandestine plan. Our teacher managed a quick exit, closing the door behind her. We stood when he entered, as we had been taught. He motioned for us to sit, then turned to the chalkboard.
The priest retrieved a piece of white chalk from the tray and wrote two words on the board:
FORNICATION
MASTURBATION
A chill gripped my stomach. I wasn’t clear on their meaning, but I knew they were bad words. No one blinked, shrugged, or breathed as he turned to face us.
“Children,” he began, then paused. His gaze did not linger. He looked at our faces. At the floor. Over our heads.
Father Fredricks began again.
“Do you know what fornication is? That’s when two people have relations before marriage.”
I nodded quickly, anxious to be perceived as street-smart.
“And masturbation? That’s when—”
He stopped speaking for a second time. His lips opened as though he were going to say more words, but nothing came out. Instead, he lifted his right hand in front of his face, turning it slowly back and forth in a presidential wave.
I knew what he was talking about. I had been in the bathtub.
He lowered his hand and continued. “There’s a proper place for sexual relations. It is the sacramental covenant of marriage. That’s where God intended these feelings to be expressed.
“The other behaviors, they are sins. God isn’t pleased when we do them. Our bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit. When we fornicate or masturbate, we desecrate that temple.”
Father Fredricks wrapped up his speech hurriedly, his gaze continuing to roam the room. He erased the board and left, returning to the sanctuary across South Main Street.
We sat whispering in huddled giggles until Sister Emily returned. She continued with our regular religion lesson as though Father Fredricks had never been there, but I could still make out the faint trace of the words on the front board: FORNICATION MASTURBATION.
The priest’s speech had a profound effect on me. It did little to limit my visits to the bathtub, but along with the explosive pleasure came a new feeling.
Shame.
???
The time came for my next sibling to move out of Big Brick. My sister, Kathy, found an apartment in the city, rooming with a girl she knew from secretary college. Her new place was near Twelve Corners, an area where three major roads overlapped, forming a busy triangle of shops and services. We didn’t have anything like that in Pal-Mac. Anne told me the place was also within walking distance of McQuaid Jesuit, the all-boy high school I might attend.
With Kathy gone, it would leave just Anne, Paul, Mom, Dad, me, and the Opes. Like Molly and Mike before, I would miss her around the house.
My thinnest sister spent some time packing. Her records. Her color-coordinated work outfits. Her stuffed animal collection. Where Molly’s car had been crammed with nurse uniforms, books, and white sneakers, Kathy’s had an orderly pile of cardboard boxes snuggled in the rear of her Pinto wagon.
Anne and I rode with her to help unload in the tiny city bedroom. “Wow!” I said, looking over the kitchen, the living room – and checking out the bathtub. “This is cool! When can I come visit?”
My sister’s eyes grew shiny. “Whenever you want,” she said.
???
Underneath the guilt about my bathtub activity, concern nagged at me. Although I’d been naive about the specifics of masturbation, I understood that boys should think about girls – breasts, specifically – while they did it.
My thoughts were always of boys.
To combat the unease tickling at my gut, I needed more information.
I’ll solve this mystery like Jupiter would, I thought. Over the December holidays, I conducted covert research.
Beginning at the Macedon library, I walked up and down the aisles. “May I help you?” The librarian, an older woman with puffy cheeks smiled at me. A pair of half-glasses bounced against her chest, suspended by a gray band.
“No thanks, I’m just looking,” I said. I grabbed a medium-sized tan book off the shelves. God is My Co-Pilot was stamped across the front. I shoved it under my arm and, maintaining my studious air, browsed casually toward the row marked “Sexuality.”
I looked over my shoulder. No one in sight.
I paused and scanned the shelf. Of the many selections, one title caught my eye. Human Sexuality. My hand shook as I slid the book from the shelf and rushed to the furthest corner of the library – behind the encyclopedias.
I held God is My Co-Pilot in my lap and placed Human Sexuality inside the larger book. I scanned the index, checking frequently to make sure no one approached.
Homosexuality had several listings.
I turned to the referenced sections one by one. Skimming past the clinical entries – like a chart on the development of feminine sex-roles in males – I stopped at a paragraph on adolescence.
As I read the text closely, one point jumped off the page. According to Human Sexuality, boys commonly engaged in homosexual play as a normal part of adolescence – a behavior that decreased when the boys approached “full adolescent responsiveness.”
They were Jupiter-words, but their meaning was clear to me.
I just had to wait it out.
???
Even with the assurances from Human Sexuality, my belly continued to jitter with anxiety. Whenever it did, I headed to the kitchen and stacked a plate with leftover ham, or Pepperidge Farm cake, or whatever snack we had on hand. Late night became my favorite time for these impromptu smorgasbords, to accompany the best TV shows. The Twilight Zone was on every night at 11. On the weekends, The Avengers and Sherlock Holmes Mysteries kept me company into the wee hours.
Anne’s friend, Julie, visited for a Friday overnight. I heard them talking in my sister’s room as I walked along the upstairs hall. Julie spoke.
“Her son is in eighth grade and weighs 180 pounds. Can you imagine a kid that big?”
I pressed my back against the wall near the door and froze. I weighed 180.
“Wow,” Anne said. “Poor kid.”
They moved on to other subjects. I retreated to my bedroom and looked in the mirror on the back of my closet door.
I was huge, almost as big around as Molly or Mom or Dad.
Dieting would fix my problem, any detective could figure that out. Mentally bidding farewell to the Big Fritz, I began the next morning by mixing a protein drink that my mom always drank for breakfast. Powdery flecks clung to the rim of the glass. They tasted chalky on my first sip.
Can you imagine a kid that big? echoed in my head.
Summoning the bloated image of my body in the mirror, I tilted my head and drained the glass. The mixture had thickened near the bottom. I managed to gag it down.
At lunch, I ate a PB&J sandwich accompanied by an apple. No dessert.
After school, I began an exercise regimen in my bedroom, playing my disco forty-fives as incentive. I listed my aerobic activities in my journal. It felt clinical and encouraging.
Thursday, December 13, 1979
Exercises:
-- sit ups - 20
-- run stairs (5 up, 5 down)
-- leg lifts - 5
-- jumping jacks - 50
-- Wonder Womans - 25
-- toe touchers - 25
Friday morning, a week later, I stepped off the bathroom scales, disappointed. I actually felt a little more energetic, but I wasn’t noticing any change in my weight. Downstairs, I blended my protein quickly. I couldn’t miss the bus; Paul had gone to the store early.
I looked at the cupboard of mom’s health supplements. Should I take some of them as well? I reviewed the bottles and settled on a multi-vitamin the size of a horse pill. I popped two and chased them with the chalky mixture.
The mass churned in my gut for a few minutes, adjusting to its surroundings as I hurried to gather my books. I burped, tasting a grainy pulp in my mouth. Something wasn’t sitting right.
Getting my coat out of the library closet, a wave of nausea flushed through me. I ran to the front door and yanked it open – just in time to spew the contents of my stomach under the front bushes.
I hurried to the kitchen sink to rinse my mouth, then raced for the end of the driveway in time to catch the bus.
I’d never thrown up a Big Fritz.
???
Despite Dad’s attempts to keep the honyocks from browsing Playboy in the store, they purchased it and stood around the coffee pot, flipping the pages.
To combat the situation, he worked out a better deal. Retiring Playboy was the first step. In its place, he bought tightly wrapped cellophane bundles of bargain-priced pornography.
I eliminated the Playboy section from behind the counter and reluctantly piled the sealed packets of porn below the magazine rack. Paper inserts on both sides screamed at me – Adult Magazines, Do Not Open – blocking any view of the contents.
For a detective of my caliber, the temptation to know what lay beyond the generic label flirted with me throughout each Saturday night shift. The less busy I was, the more I returned to the rack. The lure gnawed at my mind. Would it be like the Pamela Sue Martin Playboy? Would I have a more normal reaction to it, now that I had the bathtub as guidance?
I needed to know.
I gathered one of the plastic packages and took it to the back room, listening for the electronic beep to signal a customer’s entrance. Rotating the cellophane carefully, I studied the contents. There were at least five magazines inside. Maybe more.
My nail found the edge of the wrap and worked at it. The bundle resisted, but once I got a full finger underneath, the plastic peeled back.
I opened the top with precision, knowing that I’d have to reseal it in exactly the order it came apart. Reaching in, I eased one of the magazines free, working it slowly back and forth to release it from its cocoon of plastic and paper.
Although it had no cover, I quickly identified it as Playboy. The features and pictures were similar to the Pamela Sue Martin edition – as was my reaction. Next I pulled out Hustler, also coverless. I flipped through the pages of breasts and buttocks, disappointed.
My third pull from the pack brought all distractions to a grinding halt. A naked man stared back at me. The words In this issue of Blueboy floated in a bubble next to his hairy chest.
I turned the pages slowly, my eyes drinking in the images. Men were kissing – and doing other things. I don’t believe this! There’s a magazine that shows naked men together. I finally understood why my friends drooled over Melody’s breasts.
Fortunately, no beep from the door chime interrupted me. Rushing to the front door, I spun the lock and posted the “Back in 5 minutes” sign we used for emergencies.
Blueboy and I spent a while in the bathroom.
RUNAWAY PLAN: Cincinnati/Weeks Five—Six (1984)
The first month dragged. Nothing felt in balance. My classes distracted me from my memories of Roy – from my loneliness – but back at the apartment, while Molly worked evenings, only my thoughts, my snacks, and my nighttime habit kept me company.
A fresh Catholic-related guilt wove its way into my days. I’d never embraced a Mass routine in Cincinnati. I wondered what Father O’Malley, my high school English-and-Religion mentor, would think of my elapsed devotion. I probably wouldn’t earn a “Gasp! Beautiful!” comment in my religion notebook anymore.
Forcing unpleasant thoughts aside, I focused on daily trips to the apartment’s mailbox. Letters arrived often. I couldn’t get enough.
I carried the envelopes to the rooftop before I opened them. Comfortable with my beach towel, walkman, and bag of snacks, I read each letter over and over. My best friend, Bob. Father O. My ex-girlfriend, Beth. Everybody talked about Roy’s death.
I wrote back to them all – long, philosophical letters about valuing time and cherishing friendship. Without alcohol as inspiration, I became Drinking Dar, pouring onto paper some of the confusion I felt.
I found myself fighting harder to edit out my inner turmoil. Longing for Bob. Attraction to my new neighbor, Danny. The one topic I wouldn’t share lurked between the lines.
I reread every paragraph before mailing, ensuring I hadn’t slipped somehow.
Chapter Eight: Crime Scene 1 (1980)
January 27, 1980
Dear God,
Please help me to be a normal man. It’s 3:12AM and I masturbated again. Dear God in Heaven, help me. Give me strength and courage, to be a man, thin, handsome and sexually appealing. Help me to control my urges and have sex with my wife some day.
I took the entrance exam at McQuaid. I think I did OK.
I’m growing up. Lately I’ve been feeling out of place, weird, and that I don’t really know my family. I enjoy going to school and being with my friends.
I love You, God. And I thank You for my wonderful family and my wonderful life.
Thank You, my Father.
THE SOLACE I’D taken from Human Sexuality wore thin. I’d been waiting for over two months and my bathtub time was still consumed with thoughts of boys. Movie stars or comic book heroes added steam to my fantasies.
In February, my bathtub habit migrated to my bedroom. Discovering the plush warmth of my blankets and pillows, I imagined being alone with another boy. Sometimes we’d hug, his strong arms pulling me close against a sturdy chest. More often we’d wrestle beneath the covers.
It always ended the same: the explosion of release, the queasy knot in my stomach.
To gather more evidence, I went back to my research. This time I sneaked the “H” encyclopedia from my parents’ library and brought it to my room. Behind closed doors, I opened to the topic that troubled me.
Two pages of text listed tons of facts. I read through each paragraph meticulously. The first point to catch my attention said that thirty-seven percent of guys had orgasms with other guys at some point in their life.
Thirty-seven percent? Maybe the feelings would pass, like Human Sexuality had promised.
The next section told me that in studies of primitive societies, more than sixty percent considered homosexual practice as normal.
Normal? The word leapt off the page at me.
I read on. A heading further down on the page promised to explain the causal factors for homosexuality. Please help me, Jesus. I forged ahead.
I quickly learned that scientists couldn’t agree whether genes, circumstances during childhood development, encouragement from society, or parental relationships resulted in homosexuality.
The tug-of-war competition in my intestines relaxed slightly. I didn’t know about my genes, but I hadn’t met any homosexuals in society or had peer-pressure for sex. My family, other than my dad’s intermittent anger, was wonderful. Maybe I would be okay.
I read the final paragraph. It suggested that the causes might forever remain a topic for debate. They listed other articles as reference, including prison inmate behavior, Israelite elimination, and prostitution.
Elimination? Prison? Prostitution? None of that sounded good. I was glad for the reassurance that these feelings were a normal part of my adolescence – that they would pass.
I’d read enough to know I didn’t want to be a homosexual.
???
February 2, 1980
I insulated the roof of HQ today with rug scraps. Hopefully it will keep it warmer in there. I froze listening to Mystery Theater last night.
Yesterday I saw a guy running across the back field and down the farm roads. He jumped in a truck marked “Poultry” and went south on our road. I couldn’t get the license plate.
I finally told everybody in my family about Headquarters. I couldn’t mask the amount of time I spent in the barn. Besides, I was proud.
Mom and Dad were too large to make the climb, but I brought my siblings up, one at a time. Anne and Kathy admired the desk and work area I’d set up. Mike complimented my improvements, especially the siren, when he visited from Virginia. Molly shared emergency chocolate bars with me when she flew back from Cincinnati.
Even Paul struggled carefully over the grain bin wall one time to check out my agency and listen to Mystery Theater. We didn’t tell Mom.
I enhanced HQ as I had new ideas. I wanted some kind of first alert mechanism to tell me if intruders were on the property – like the guy who had run across the field and jumped into the poultry truck.
I climbed down through Tunnel Two and looked over the area. Searching through the piles I found a switch box, which I hooked against the wall of the barn. When the massive wooden door slid open along its track, it flicked the switch on. The reverse was true as well.
Linking the device to a flashing black light I’d installed just above my desk in Headquarters, I was ready for testing. I climbed down and slid the heavy door back. The black light flashed its urgent alarm through the open vent hole.
Cool, I thought, liking the Jupiter Jones feel of it.
???
Adam arrived for a Friday overnight to check out my modifications of Headquarters. With eighth grade graduation approaching, our opportunities to get together dwindled. I was probably headed to McQuaid Jesuit in the fall. He would go to the public high school in Arcadia. No more Merk to drive both of us to Big Brick on the Friday-afternoon Saint Mike’s bus.
After dinner, we headed to HQ. A winter wind rattled the metal roof just above the ceiling of Headquarters. My space heater strained to warm the tiny area.
I proudly displayed my pornography collection. A pile of magazines had accumulated since my discovery of Blueboy in November – the naked girls outnumbering the boys by four to one, keeping pace with the ratio contained in the plastic packages I’d appropriated from Gerard’s Grocery. The girl ones, I showed to Adam. The boy ones were well-hidden in the corner.
His eyes widened with appreciation. “Holy cow!” he said. “This is some collection!” I pulled my chair close to him, watching over his shoulder as he flipped through the pages. Even in the chilly air, I was aware of the heat coming through his flannel shirt.
After he’d examined every issue of Playboy and Hustler, we trudged through the snow drifts that blocked Big Brick’s rear sidewalk. Inside, we stripped off our snow gear and went to my room.
“Whattya wanna do now?” he said, as we laid out a sleeping bag on my bedroom floor.
From nowhere, memories of my parent’s party came into my head. An idea quickly took shape. “Hey, you wanna have some vodka?” I asked my best friend. “It’s kinda fun. I had some last summer. It makes you feel kinda silly.”
Anne popped her head into my open bedroom door, causing Adam and me to jump. “And JUST WHERE are you gonna get vodka?” she demanded.
Anne had the bedroom across from mine all to herself – now that Kathy lived in Rochester. Five years older, Anne had just reached the legal drinking age. She’d enjoyed the newfound freedom, sometimes keeping a bottle of alcohol in her bedroom. I knew she had a pint of Smirnoff in her top drawer tucked underneath the white tube socks. My parents didn’t know.
“Ummm, your dresser?” I responded, grinning sheepishly.
“Oh re-al-ly,” she said, dragging it out. Then she smiled. “Okay, you guys can have some, but I’ll do the pouring. Go downstairs and find something to mix it with. And don’t tell anybody what you’re doing.”
I raced to the kitchen. Mom and Dad sat in the family room watching an episode of M*A*S*H. I grabbed a Sunkist orange soda from the refrigerator.
“What are you doing, Honey?” Mom smiled at me over the kitchen counter.
“Just grabbing some pop.”
“There’s some ice cream left in the freezer, if you and Adam would like some.”
“That’s okay, we’re good for right now, thanks,” I cut her off and rushed back up the stairs.
Anne had two plastic glasses on top of her dresser. She poured a quarter inch of alcohol into each, then topped it off with Sunkist. “You’re supposed to use orange juice to make a real screwdriver, but this’ll be okay.
“Now I want you guys to be careful,” she said, holding out the glasses in front of her. “Don’t go doing something stupid and end up hurting yourself.”
“We’ll be fine,” I said in my best Jupiter I’ve-got-a-handle-on-the-situation tone. Adam and I took our glasses and returned to my room.
The vodka made the pop bitter. I gulped mine. Adam worked more slowly at his. In a short while the giddy feeling swirled through my head.
The sleepover took on a silly, grown-up mood that we’d not had previously, when we’d simply played Yahtzee and eaten frozen pizza in the family room. This night, we stayed behind my closed door, cloistered in the conspiracy of imbibing.
“Do you think we’ll even remember this?” I asked, drawing on my experiences with Drinking Dar.
“Who knows?” Adam speculated, standing up from the bean bag chair he’d settled into. “Whoaaa,” he swayed, “the room is spinning. This is cool!” He rotated on one foot, then fell onto the bed, giggling.
I sat beside him, reaching for the top of his head to give him a noogie. He laughed and skirted my closed fist, twisting to tickle me. We wrestled on the bed for a few minutes until we were out of breath, sweaty on the cold winter evening.
I looked at him, chest heaving in and out, as our bodies mashed together. My excitement grew. I pulled away, embarrassed that he’d notice.
I changed the subject. “Hey, you want some ice cream?”
“Sure.”
I sat for a couple of moments on the floor next to the bed, allowing my lungs to inflate – and the rest of me to deflate. Standing, I crept down to the kitchen and opened the freezer. My parents had already gone to bed. I scooped two bowls of ice cream and headed back upstairs.
I found Adam in Anne’s room with both of our glasses.
“Okay, just a little more, but this is it. You’re cut off,” Anne said in her tough-guy tone that told me she meant it. I let the adult feel of the words flush over me.
Cut off.
How cool.
She poured a tiny splash of vodka into each glass and topped it with a hearty amount of Sunkist.
“Thanks,” Adam said. He winked at her as though he were ordering drinks in a downtown bar. We grabbed our glasses and headed back to my room.
“We could put our ice cream in our drinks,” I said as we started our second screwdriver of the evening. “Sorta like a float.”
“Okay,” Adam said, as we experimented, forming a thick, creamy mixture that we had to eat with spoons. Soon both glasses stood empty. “What’re we gonna do now?” Adam glanced around the room.
I looked at the clock radio. Eleven-thirty. “Let’s watch The Avengers,” I said, suggesting a reason to stay on the bed together. I clicked on the small black and white TV that sat on my dresser.
We settled into my twin mattress to watch the hour-long show. Our heads were close to the tube; our bodies smashed against each other. I was glad to be lying face down. The combination of alcohol and Adam’s proximity caused powerful stirrings below my belt.
Anne stopped in once before she went to bed, ‘just to make sure we didn’t fall out a window or suffocate in our own vomit.’
When the end credits flashed across the screen, I was still enjoying the warmth of Adam next to me. The rest of the household had settled into sleep. I clicked off the set and we prepared for bed.
“I’ll sleep on the floor,” Adam said, stripping to his underwear and unzipping his sleeping bag.
“Okay,” I agreed, pulling off my jeans and shirt. I’d lost my tipsy edge, but my desire remained powerful.
“Let’s play Truth or Dare,” I suggested.
“Okay,” he agreed.
I clicked off my reading lamp. The image of the bulb swirled behind my eyelids for several moments.
I started. “Truth or dare?”
“Truth.”
I thought for a minute or so, the residual lightness in my head and darkness of the room making me bolder than normal.
“Do you ever touch your penis?”
He considered my question.
“Yeah, every time I go to the bathroom.”
It wasn’t the answer I wanted, but it satisfied the rules of the game.
My turn.
“Dare,” I said before he had time to ask which I’d prefer.
Adam was quiet for a long time.
“No matter what you ask, I have to do it,” I encouraged.
Darkness couldn’t mask the desire that engulfed us.
“Suck my dick,” he said abruptly.
An electric shock shot through my tensed body. “What?”
“You heard me.”
I considered his proposal, my heart rocketing wildly in my chest. “If I do that, you’d probably tell somebody.”
“No, I wouldn’t.”
“You promise you won’t tell anybody?” My thoughts raced to keep ahead of the anxious excitement that rushed into my groin. I’d dreamed about it, longed for it but, presented with the opportunity, I was afraid.
My stomach danced in circles.
“I’m drunk, I probably won’t even remember it happened,” he offered.
The words from the encyclopedia flashed in my head.
Thirty-seven percent of guys had orgasms with other guys at some point in their life.
I got out of my bed and lay with him on the floor of my room for a long while.
I woke to see crisp frost patterns on the window pane, sparkling in the eastern sunlight.
I looked at Adam, his naked body covered with a thick sleeping bag. His flannel shirt, jeans, and underwear lay in a heap nearby. Jaws of guilt clenched at my abdomen, bringing me physical pain. I plodded to the bathroom and stared into the mirror. My hair clumped in a wild, tangled mass. Lower, my belly jutted over the edge of my underwear, obscuring the waistband.
Nothing looked different.
Back in my bedroom, I pulled on my jeans and a sweatshirt. Adam stirred, but he didn’t waken. I tiptoed out of the room holding my breath. My head felt cloudy, like I’d been prepping for a final exam. Is this a hangover? I wondered.
I thought about last night. How we didn’t need any more dares to try lots of things in the dark. How the metallic feel of his braces had surprised me down there.
Mom was already feeding the Opes when I reached the kitchen. “Hi, Honey,” she said, humming as she mixed the Quaker oatmeal. “Would you like some Mother’s Oats?” she asked.
I wonder why she always calls them that? my mind drifted.
“No thanks,” I said, popping some bread into the toaster. “My stomach’s upset.”
“I’m sorry, Honey,” she turned her attention to me. “Why don’t you try an apple? Mum always said they settle an upset tummy.”
“I think I’ll just have some toast.”
I wondered what she’d say if she knew what Adam and I had done. And that I enjoyed it.
Mom doled out the oatmeal and carried the tray toward the Opes’ kitchen. I stacked eight buttered pieces of toast onto a plate and, grabbing the peanut butter jar and a knife, headed into the family room to watch cartoons. The Bugs Bunny/Roadrunner Hour was on. I settled deep into the couch.
Adam came down an hour later.
“Hi,” he said.
“Hi,” I replied.
I studied the rust-colored carpet while he walked through to the kitchen. He grabbed a box of cereal and pulled a bowl out of the cupboard.
“You wanna go snowmobiling?” he ventured. Adam wasn’t scheduled to go home until one o’clock, after Paul finished playing a wedding. If the bride and groom invited my brother to eat with them, it might be even later. I mentally calculated the hours until Adam would be gone.
“No, my stomach’s upset.”
I didn’t move from the couch and was grateful that he sat out of sight at the kitchen table. “You go ahead if you want,” I said.
“You sure?”
“Yeah.”
My mom entered the kitchen from the hallway door. She carried the conversation with Adam through the rest of his cereal. He set his empty bowl into the sink and went to don his blue vinyl snowsuit. Before going out, he stopped by the family room one more time.
“You sure you don’t want to go snowmobiling?” He sounded genuinely surprised that I refused.
I looked into his eyes, searching for any sign that an alcohol-induced blackout had robbed him of what we’d shared.
His face was unreadable.
“Yeah, my stomach really hurts.”
It did.
“Arrright,” he shrugged and headed out to the barn.
Paul came back from the wedding on time and took Adam home. I didn’t ride along, my gut still ached.
Sunday, March 16, 1980
Dear Diary,
I haven’t seen you for awhile.
Ever since that gay experience with Adam, I kind of hate him.
I was accepted to McQuaid. I don’t know if I’ll go or not.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/6956 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!