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          We Had Two Kitchens

        

      

    

    
      We had two kitchens.

      This seemed normal to me. Everybody had two kitchens. At least I thought they did.

      There was the kitchen upstairs. It had a stove, a refrigerator, cabinets, and everything a kitchen was supposed to have.

      Nobody was ever in it.

      Then there was the kitchen downstairs.

      That was where life happened.

      The downstairs kitchen had “gravy,” wine, soppressata, or “soopy,” capicola, or “gabagool,” and cheese. It had people coming through the door without knocking and food on the table before you knew you were hungry.

      It had Nonno. It had Mumma. It had Mariuch.

      I spent most of my childhood down there, listening to adults speak a language I mostly understood and definitely could not speak. Sometimes it sounded like English. Sometimes it sounded like Italian. Most of the time it was something in between.

      Words came out wrong. Or maybe they came out right and everybody else was wrong.

      Nobody seemed concerned about it.

      The language downstairs did not always require words. A tilt of the head could be a question. A raised eyebrow could be a warning. A hand thrown into the air could settle an argument nobody had finished. A single “Eh?” could mean whatever was needed.

      Everybody understood the grammar of it except me.

      I did not.

      But they did.

      That was somehow enough.

      The second you walked downstairs, Connecticut disappeared. The words changed. The food changed. Even the air felt different.

      Upstairs was America.

      Downstairs was something else.

      I did not have a name for it then. I only knew that when I pushed open the door downstairs and smelled the gravy, I was home.
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      Everyone called her my great-grandmother.

      To everyone else that is what she was. My bisnonna. My mother’s grandmother. A fact of the family tree. To me she stood next to my mother in every way that mattered.

      Her name was Filomena. We called her Mumma. She lived with us, in my parents’ house. The kitchen belonged to my mother and father, but the moment Mumma stood at that stove, she commanded it completely, the way the women in our family always did.

      It was the room I came from. The original room. The one all the other rooms in my life would be measured against.

      My mother, Mariuch, worked part-time. But she was never far. All it ever took was one word and she’d drop everything and come running. Side by side with my mother, Mumma held the days. Mumma fed me. Mumma walked me to school and waited at the curb when it let out. Before I understood anything else about the world, I understood this: if I needed comfort when my mom was at work, I went to Mumma.

      The first thing you noticed when you walked into the downstairs kitchen was the smell. It hit you before you reached the door. Garlic and tomato and something slow and deep underneath that had no name except Sunday, except safe, except her.

      The kitchen was not small. The wallpaper had a pattern I could trace with my eyes closed. The stove was always crowded. A large steel table with a Formica top sat in the center of the room. Steel chairs with vinyl seats that grabbed your skin in summer and held on. She had been cooking since before I was born and she would be cooking long after I left.

      She scared me a little, if I am being honest. The eye. It floated in a way that made you unsure which one to look at when she spoke to you. I chose the left one and stayed with it. This required concentration. I gave it willingly.

      But every time I walked in she stopped what she was doing. Every single time. She turned from the stove. Her hair was white and very long, braided and coiled into a bun at the back of her head. I don’t think I ever saw it down. It was always up, always neat, always the same.

      She opened her arms and she held me the way you hold something you are genuinely glad exists in the world. No conditions attached. No performance required. Just come here. Just this.

      You need to understand something about Mumma. She was not only warmth.

      She was also steel.

      You did not cross a line with her. You did not threaten what she loved. She was like gravity in that house.

      Quiet and constant and absolute.

      Nobody argued with Mumma. Nobody messed with her family. She would place herself between you and anything that meant you harm without stopping to consider whether she was large enough. She was large enough.

      My mother learned the steel from Mumma.

      I played on the floor while Mumma cooked. The afternoon would go by without any particular urgency and that was enough. That was more than enough.

      Sometimes she would pour a small glass of wine and sit with me at the table. She would hold my hand. She would play with my hair. She didn’t say much. Her English was limited. I understood much of what she said in Italian, though I could speak almost none of it. It didn’t matter. We understood each other completely. I still miss that. Someone’s hand in your hair.

      She walked me to my elementary school every morning. Two blocks. She held my hand the whole way. I wore an ugly light brown wool coat that itched and in winter I wiped my nose on the sleeve because that is what children do before anyone has taught them otherwise yet.

      The next morning the coat was always clean. Back on the hook.

      She was always at the curb when school let out. Every single day. I would come through the doors and scan the curb the way children scan for the person who is supposed to be there, and she was always there. Always. The white hair in its bun. The coat. The hand already reaching for mine before I reached her.

      Only now do I understand what certainty feels like when you have it and what it costs when you don’t.

      Her family had come from Italy. They hid what they were. They stopped teaching the language to the children to protect them. The language went underground to survive.

      But the gravy, also called sauce, depending on the day, survived.

      The sauce was the language that could not be taken from her. The recipe had come from Avellino, from her parents, from their parents before them, from a kitchen in southern Italy in the 1840s. She brought it across the ocean. She made it in Millhaven. She made it at 102 years old. She died at 104.

      I still make it. Every time I stand at my stove and the smell rises I am back in that kitchen and it is afternoon and she is there and I am safe and the world outside has not reached me yet.

      She did not need words.

      She had the sauce. She had her hands in my hair. She had the coat washed and back on the hook without a single word spoken.

      She had:

      Vien’, amore mio. Come, my love.

      Iammo, tesoro. Let’s go, treasure.

      And the one she said with her whole body, turning from the stove, pointing at the chair, brooking absolutely no argument:

      Mangia, mahn-ja, cucciolo. Eat, little one.

      Mangia was not a suggestion. It was a declaration.

      It was love made into a verb and aimed directly at you.

      None of this was ever written down for me. Nobody handed me a spelling. I only knew what it sounded like coming out of her, so that is how I’ve put it on the page here, as close as I can get to a woman I only ever heard, never read.

      I also still have her coffee pot. Glass percolator, made in Italy, older than anyone living who I know.

      When I lift it in the morning it still rattles the same way it did when I was a child and she was at that stove and the day had not yet asked anything of either of us. I make coffee in it every morning without exception.

      I make the coffee in her pot. I start the sauce if there is sauce to be made. And for a moment before the day arrives, she is here.
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          The Rescue Came First

        

      

    

    
      Mariuch was working when I called.

      She sold real estate part-time because the family needed the money. That was the practical explanation. The explanation I understood as a child was simpler: sometimes my mother left the house, showed strangers other houses, and came back.

      She was never really gone. Tell her something was wrong, and she was already turning the car around before you finished saying it.

      The words that day were Christmas tree.

      The small decorative Christmas tree had fallen over.

      I do not remember exactly what I said when I called her. Whatever language I used conveyed catastrophe while omitting two details that might have been useful:

      Small.

      Decorative.

      This was not unusual.

      I had a gift for presenting information in a way that preserved urgency while eliminating scale. A thing had happened. The thing was terrible. You needed to come home.

      Details could wait.

      Mariuch did not wait for them.

      She left work and rushed home, probably imagining the real Christmas tree: the full-sized tree standing in the house, covered in glass ornaments and lights, capable of falling on a child, starting a fire, destroying Christmas, or accomplishing all three before she reached the driveway.

      That was not the tree.

      The tree I meant could be carried in one hand.

      Very small.

      Entirely incapable of crushing anyone.

      By the time Mariuch came through the door, she had traveled the full distance between a child saying Christmas tree and every terrible thing a mother can construct from those words while driving home from work.

      Then she saw it.

      The little tree.

      The emergency.

      Me.

      I remember her arrival more than whatever she said afterward. Mariuch did not enter a room gradually under ordinary circumstances, and she certainly did not enter one gradually when she believed one of her children might be in danger.

      She arrived all at once.

      The door opened. The air changed. My mother was home.

      I had called. She had come.

      Mumma gave me the certainty of someone who was already there. Mariuch gave me the certainty that if she was not there, I could call her.

      She moved through the world differently. She drove. She worked. She carried groceries up the steps. She could be somewhere else one moment and directly in front of you the next, asking what happened and already prepared to deal with whoever had caused it.

      Sometimes I had caused it.

      That was a separate proceeding.

      The rescue always came first. The sentencing hearing would be held later.
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          The Only Word Was Eh?

        

      

    

    
      My grandfather was Nonno Sal to me. Salvatore, formally, though I do not think anyone who knew him used the full name with any regularity. To me he was Nonno Sal: a man of medium height and enormous presence who grew vegetables in his garden with a focus and intentionality that suggested the vegetables mattered more than most things in the world, which, for him, they did. I called him Bubba, a bastardized version of Puppa.

      He made homemade wine in quantities that should have required a permit. He spoke maybe thirty words of English, deploying them irregularly and with the confidence of a man who knows that language is for people who have something to explain, and he had nothing to explain to anybody. He would attempt English for a sentence or two, get frustrated, and return to Italian the way a fish returns to water: with obvious relief and natural fluency.

      He called me “Ricky,” which came out “Reek-ee,” and he would put his hand on my face the way old Italian men do, a gesture that combines affection and assessment, like he was checking to make sure I was real.

      He loved us. I mean this simply and without qualification. He loved us the way people from that generation and that place loved their families: completely, practically, without a lot of discussion about it, demonstrated through food and presence and the occasional laying of hands on your head or face to confirm you were there and doing all right.

      He had one English word he truly owned.

      “Eh?”

      Now. I need you to understand that “Eh?” from Nonno was not a question. It was not an expression of uncertainty or a request for clarification. It was a complete philosophical statement, and its meaning shifted with the tone and the context and the angle of his head in ways that required years of study to fully decode.

      “Eh?” could mean: I approve of this.

      It could mean: I find this confusing and somewhat beneath me.

      It could mean: you have just said something so obvious I cannot believe you thought it needed saying.

      It could mean: life is what it is and here we are. It could mean: that’s about right.

      It could mean: I love you but I’m not going to say that out loud.

      It could mean disgust.

      It could mean wonder.

      From another man, “Eh?” is a verbal shrug. From Nonno, “Eh?” was a complete sentence, a world view, a benediction.

      If you got an “Eh?” with a slight nod and a small smile, you had done something right.

      If you got an “Eh?” with raised eyebrows and a pause, you were in uncertain territory.

      If you got a sharp, short “Eh?” with no facial expression at all, you should probably review your recent decisions.

      He could say more with that one syllable than most men can say in a paragraph. He was a genius of compression.

      That single syllable was the distillation of a language, a culture, a set of values, a way of seeing the world: all of it condensed into one sound that arrived on these shores with the people who spoke it and somehow survived every pressure that American life applied to everything else they brought.

      I miss him. I say that plainly: he was my grandfather and I loved him.

      I miss him still.
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      Nonno Sal had a brother.

      His name was Giuseppe. We called him Uncle Giuseppe, which was both accurate and slightly formal for a man who took up as much space in a room as he did. He lived in Staten Island, which in the geography of our family was a significant distance, though not so significant that he was not present at the occasions that mattered.

      He was always present at the occasions that mattered.

      Uncle Giuseppe was not Nonno Sal. Let me be clear about that.

      They were brothers, which meant they shared blood and history and the same particular stubbornness that ran through the family like a structural beam. But they had arrived at different places by different roads and they occupied those places with complete conviction.

      The black Cadillacs would come to his house in Staten Island. More than one, usually. Men would get out.

      Large men, wearing suits that cost more than most people’s rent, moving with the particular economy of motion of men who have decided they never need to hurry for anything. They would go to Uncle Giuseppe. They would hand him envelopes. Some of them, and I remember this clearly because even as a child I recognized it as unusual, would actually bow slightly, and they would kiss his ring. His ring. Uncle Giuseppe had a ring that grown men kissed.

      I watched this happen and filed it away without fully understanding what it meant. I was a child. I knew the cheese. I knew the wine. I knew the “Eh?”

      I did not know Staten Island.

      At his funeral, there were at least a hundred men. Suits, all of them. Many of them had the particular bulk under the left side of their jacket that comes from a shoulder harness. They stood in lines and they moved through the service with the organized solemnity of a military operation. The casual observer would have understood immediately that these men were not members of a bowling league. I stood there, understanding enough to know what I was seeing and not enough to fully hold it.

      And yet. The man they had come to mourn was also the man who had sat at Sunday dinner and argued about baseball and poured wine and laughed with a laugh that came from somewhere deep and genuine and completely his own.

      I did not see whatever else he was. I saw Uncle Giuseppe.

      The laugh. The ring. The envelopes. The Cadillacs in the driveway.

      At Sunday dinner, he poured the wine.
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      The kitchen on the main floor existed the way a museum exhibit exists. You could look at it. You could appreciate that it was there. You did not touch the artifacts, and you certainly did not cook in it.

      There was also a living room with sofas covered in plastic. This was standard-issue Italian-American interior design of the era, and if you have never sat on a plastic-covered sofa in July while wearing shorts, I cannot explain it in a way that will do it justice.

      Your skin adhered to the plastic in a manner suggesting genuine molecular bonding. When you stood, the slow, reluctant tearing-away sound was the sound of your childhood leaving its mark.

      We sat on those sofas anyway because you did what you were told.

      The real kitchen was downstairs.

      There was a real basement too, below all of this, the actual thing. Concrete and stone in the walls. Dirt for a floor. Wooden beams holding up the house. That was where the wine happened, wooden kegs banded in steel, a steel tub wide enough to stand in, funnels and hoses and gallon bottles waiting for corks.

      Nobody sang down there.

      I was told to stay out unless an adult was with me. I went anyway, quiet and quick, and somehow was never caught. I remember exactly one thing. My grandfather standing in that tub, crushing grapes with his bare feet, looking bigger than life. I was very young. The image is almost all I have.

      We were given a little wine on Sundays, just a taste with dinner. Watching him, I understood for the first time exactly where it came from.

      So when I say the kitchen was downstairs, I don’t mean that basement. The kitchen was one level above it.

      You went down three steps to a small landing and turned left. Before you saw the table, the stove, or the shelves lined with jars, the smell reached you.

      Cheese. Wine. Garlic. Something else I can describe only as the inside of Italy itself.

      There was a table. There was a stove that looked as if it had cooked for an army for forty years and intended to cook for another forty.

      And there was the cheese.

      Ma-doan.

      Wheels hung from the ceiling, each roughly the size and weight of a medium-sized human being. Forty pounds, maybe more. There were dried sausages alongside them, jars of things on shelves, and bottles of wine in various stages of production.

      The whole place smelled like old feet and heaven simultaneously. I recognize that this is a contradiction. I am here to tell you it is not.

      Half the cheese looked as if it had been there for decades. Some of it, I was convinced as a child, had been packed into a trunk in Naples and brought directly onto the boat.

      With Nonno Sal, nothing would have surprised me.

      There was so much cheese that it looked as though the family was preparing to feed a small country, hoarding for a siege, or maintaining emergency reserves in a currency more reliable than the American dollar.

      I did not ask questions.

      You did not ask questions. You ate the cheese, drank the wine, said “ma-doan” when appropriate, which was often, and remained grateful.

      Nonno Sal sat on a wooden stool in the corner with the accordion across his lap the way another man might sit with a newspaper. It belonged there. The stool, the man, and the instrument seemed like one thing that had simply been waiting for the rest of us to arrive.

      He played without looking at his hands.

      He played “Lazy Mary,” the Lou Monte version. The accordion opened like a door being thrown wide and everybody in the room suddenly remembered who they were.

      Mumma was at the stove. She was always at the stove. But her shoulders changed when the music began. Something in her loosened, and she moved differently, not cooking so much as swaying, a spoon in one hand and her body doing something small and ancient that had nothing to do with Connecticut.

      You could hear my mother before you could hear the music.

      Mariuch was always singing.

      She never waited for permission from the song. She located the melody and joined it the way you step onto a moving train, without breaking stride or looking down.

      My uncles were at the table. Then they were not.

      The music pulled them up without anyone deciding to stand, the way a tide moves things without asking.

      In the middle of the song came the spoken part. The accordion continued beneath that low comic patter, the back-and-forth, the call with the response everybody knew was coming.

      The whole room understood what was required.

      Everyone turned.

      Not toward one another. Not toward Nonno. They simply turned the way a flock of birds turns, all at once, without a signal or conductor.

      The fists came out thrusting.

      In and out.

      In and out.

      We called it the zooma, zooma.

      Nobody ever explained why. Nobody ever had to.

      Mumma worked hers with the spoon still in it. Mariuch’s whole arm was going. My uncles were laughing and moving right along with her, and the laughter did not slow it down at all. My sister’s fists were moving too, perfectly synchronized with everyone else, as she had more than an idea what the song meant.

      I did not. It did not matter.

      Four generations moved in the same direction at the same moment downstairs in Millhaven, Connecticut, to a Sicilian folk song about a girl who would not get out of bed.

      Nobody explained the gesture. Nobody announced it. It happened the way things happen after a family has done them together so many times that the body knows before the mind decides.

      Then we were back in the melody, everyone singing again.

      Then came “Mambo Italiano.”

      The accordion found the new rhythm without stopping, and the room reorganized itself around it. The tempo was faster now, insistent, the kind of music that does not ask whether you want to move. My uncles were doing something between dancing and conducting. Mariuch held a wooden spoon like a baton. Someone was clapping. Then everyone was clapping.

      The concrete floor had not been designed for dancing.

      Nobody consulted the floor.

      Next came “Volare.”

      The room became quieter. Not silent. Never silent. But the quality of the noise changed.

      “Volare” required something more open in the chest. It made the older ones close their eyes for a measure or two. Nonno Sal’s chin lifted. His eyes went somewhere the room could not follow. He was playing the accordion downstairs in Millhaven, and he was also somewhere else entirely, somewhere the song could reach when nothing else could.

      The wooden spoons came out.

      Not Mariuch’s cooking spoon. Other spoons appeared from somewhere, held upright like microphones. Whoever held one was suddenly performing for the room, and the room became both audience and chorus.

      My uncles sang into their spoons with complete commitment.

      Mumma sang without one, still stirring whatever she was stirring.

      She did not need it.

      Then it was over.

      Not gradually. Just over.

      The accordion found its way back to silence. Nonno rested his hands on the bellows, and the room returned to itself. Mariuch went back to the stove. My uncles returned to the table. The spoons went wherever spoons go when they are no longer microphones.

      The talking resumed immediately. Five conversations at once. Hands moving. Someone laughing at something that had happened three sentences earlier. Someone else already onto the next thing.

      The garlic was still in the pan. The gravy had never stopped simmering. The cheese still hung from the ceiling.
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      If you have never experienced a Sunday dinner in a southern Italian-American household of the mid-twentieth-century immigrant generation, I am genuinely sorry for you, and I am going to try to explain it, but I want to be honest with you: I am going to fail.

      Language is insufficient.

      The experience required the nose, the stomach, the skin, the low-grade wine-induced fog that descended over the whole table by two in the afternoon.

      There was the pasta.

      We called it spatzatelli. That is the name I remember.

      What I remember is thick ropes of pasta dusted with flour on the kitchen table, and everyone calling them spatzatelli as if that had always been their name.

      There were other family words. We called the mushrooms “voonghi,” from funghi, because that is how it came down to us, and this is what I mean when I say we bastardized the language: we took Italian and put it through the immigration filter and the New York filter and the Connecticut kitchen filter and what came out was its own thing, and it was ours, and I would not trade it.

      The words we used were not vocabulary. They were artifacts.

      Voonghi was not just mushrooms. Voonghi was the sound of every kitchen those mushrooms had ever been cooked in, every voice that had ever said the word, every meal that had ever come out of it.

      Ba fangool was not just profanity, though it is absolutely profanity, do not let anyone tell you otherwise: it was a compressed expression of a philosophical position about authority and interference and the proper response to people who do not mind their business, a position that had been refined over centuries of foreign occupation and had made it all the way to Millhaven without losing any of its conviction.

      Ma-doan was not just an exclamation. It was a prayer and a commentary and sometimes both at once.

      Agita, ajidda, was not just indigestion. Ajidda was the specific variety of anxiety and heartburn produced by caring too much about things you cannot control, which is different from ordinary anxiety in ways that required a separate word and the Italians were right to have one.

      These were not words we spoke. They were words that spoke through us, carrying everything that had traveled with them across the ocean.

      The spatzatelli came out in quantities that suggested Nonna Rose was unclear on how many people were actually coming to dinner, or perhaps she simply operated on the principle that the correct amount of pasta is always more than you think you need, and then more on top of that.

      Meatballs. Sausage. Braciole, which is a rolled piece of meat stuffed with things that, combined, make a substance so good that other cuisines should simply acknowledge defeat and go home. We call it brajole. Say it out loud. Yes. It sounds like Joel is wearing a bra.

      There was sauce, gravy, as we sometimes called it (do not start with me), that had been cooking since approximately Thursday.

      Ten pounds of pasta was not an exaggeration. It may have been conservative.

      And here was the thing about the pasta at Nonna’s table: you could not win. There was no situation in which you finished eating and were allowed to be finished eating. You would look down at your empty plate, feeling the particular mixture of pride and slight dread that comes from having genuinely cleared a serving of pasta the size of a child’s head, and you would look up, and somehow, through a mechanism I never identified and am not sure I want to understand, there would be more pasta on your plate.

      Five more pounds.

      Another meatball. Another sausage that appeared from nowhere. Nobody had moved.

      Nobody seemed to have served you. The pasta simply propagated itself in the presence of an empty plate.

      “Mahn-ja,” Nonna Rose would say. Eat. As if the issue was insufficient eating.

      Nobody wanted to sit next to Nonno at these dinners, and I say this with love. The problem was conversation. He would begin a sentence in English, which was fine, and he would get through four or five words before the English ran out, which happened quickly because the English inventory was small, and then he would continue in Italian, expecting you to follow, and if you looked confused he would give you the “Eh?” of mild impatience, which communicated that your inability to follow the Italian was really your problem.

      He knew what he was saying. He had explained it.

      “Eh?”

      What else do you want from him?

      The wine was homemade. The wine was serious. The wine was not a wine you drank and said “oh, pleasant, a nice light red.” The wine was a wine you drank and then sat very still for a while.

      The combination of a significant quantity of pasta and Nonno’s wine produced, by early afternoon, a condition in the children that could charitably be described as peaceful and less charitably as unconscious. We were given wine with dinner, small glasses, because this was how it worked, because we were Italian, because wine was food in the same way that pasta was food and cheese was food and love was food.

      This would horrify a modern pediatrician.

      Nobody asked.

      Nobody ever really finished a Sunday dinner at Nonna Rose’s. You didn’t leave the table so much as get released from it, full past the point of usefulness, half asleep before you reached the car, already being told you’d eat again in a few hours. That was the whole point. Nobody in that room ever let you leave hungry, and nobody ever let you leave alone.
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          The Bowl Within Reach

        

      

    

    
      At my grandmother’s house, there was a bowl of Hershey Kisses.

      This seems like a small thing. It was not a small thing to me. I loved them with a completeness that was almost strategic in its intensity.

      I would take some.

      And “some” is doing a lot of work in that sentence: “some” means “as many as I could carry in both hands.”

      And I would hide them around the house. Under cushions. In corners. In whatever small spaces a child can identify as adequate storage for chocolate.

      The problem with this plan was summer.

      In summer, a Hershey Kiss left in a corner or under a cushion becomes something different. It becomes a small silver puddle.

      It becomes evidence.

      Nonna Rose would find them: melted Hershey Kisses, little foil wrappers stuck to the floor, chocolate pooled under cushions, my entire distribution system exposed.

      She never once said anything to me about it.

      Not a word. Not a look. Not a tone.

      Nothing.

      She would find the melted chocolate and clean it up, and that was the end of it.

      I was allowed to be a child who made a mess.
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          The Dog on the Porch

        

      

    

    
      He was howling on the front porch.

      That was the first thing. Before we saw him, before we opened the door, we heard him out there in the dark. A dog, howling in the middle of a blizzard, alone on someone’s porch in Millhaven, making his case to whoever was inside.

      The blizzard was extraordinary. Let me be precise about this because the word blizzard covers a wide range of experiences and this was not an ordinary one. This was four feet of snow. This was drifts so high that I could not see over them. This was the kind of storm where the adults had to dig a path from the front door before they could get anywhere, where the street lights outside were barely visible through the falling snow, where the wind was doing things that made the house feel like a temporary arrangement. The world had been erased and replaced with white and the sound of the wind and, somewhere out on the porch, a dog.

      We opened the door.

      He stood there in the snow. Black dog, maybe fifty pounds, with a small white spot on his nose. Snow on his back. Cold coming off him in waves. He looked at us with the specific expression of a dog who has decided that wherever he has been is no longer acceptable and wherever we are is where he intends to be now.

      We let him in.

      He shook snow all over the entryway. He investigated the kitchen with the focused attention of an animal conducting a professional assessment. He found a spot near the stove. He circled it twice. He lay down. He curled up in the way that would become his signature: nose tucked under his tail, tail curved back over his nose, the whole animal arranged into a neat black circle with a small white dot.

      He slept.

      His name came from the scooter, which tells you everything about where we came from and what we found funny. A fifty-pound dog the color of midnight with a white spot on his nose, showing up uninvited in a blizzard, and we named him after an Italian motor scooter. This seemed right. It still does.

      Vespa stayed.
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      During the day he was a three-season room dog. The room was off the kitchen and overlooked the woods, and he came and went through the back door as he pleased. He had the yard, the woods beyond the yard, and a place near the long chair (not quite a sofa, more like a bench with cushions that ran the length of one wall) where he could curl up and keep an eye on things. Nobody kept track of his movements. He had business. We let him attend to it.

      At night he was a bedroom dog. He slept at the foot of my bed. Whatever freedom he had during the day, that was where I wanted him when the lights went out.

      He was calm in the way that certain dogs are calm: not passive, not checked out, but steady. He had a low idle. When nothing required his attention he conserved himself, that nose tucked under that tail, the white spot disappearing into the black curl of him, one eye sometimes open, sometimes not. When something did require his attention he could move quickly. He had opinions. He expressed them. He was never not paying attention.

      I used to go out to the three-season room and sit with him. Not to do anything in particular. Just to be there. I would put my back against the long chair and Vespa would be curled in his circle nearby and I would talk to him the way you talk to someone you trust completely, which as a child means without any self-consciousness at all. I told him things. Important things. Whatever had happened that day at whatever level of significance it had seemed to carry. He kept one eye open. He listened. He did not disagree with anything I said.

      He was mine. That is the mind of a child talking, and I know it, and I also know it is completely true. The family loved him. I knew he belonged to all of us. I also knew he was my dog. I did not see a contradiction.
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          What She Moved For Me

        

      

    

    
      His name was Little Bluey.

      He was roughly two inches long, an inch wide, three-quarters of an inch high, with round black wheels that actually rolled. Metal. Blue. He looked something like the little car from the Monopoly board, if the Monopoly car had been stripped of all pretension and reduced to its essential nature, which was this: a small object that fit perfectly in the hand of a little boy and went wherever that boy decided to send it.

      I have no idea where he came from. He simply existed in my life the way certain things exist, without clear origin, without explanation, without any memory of a time before him. Maybe Santa. Maybe a birthday. Maybe he arrived the way the most important things arrive, which is without announcement and without any indication of how long they intend to stay. There was also Greenie, a green car, and a red one whose name I have lost to time.

      They mattered.

      They were part of the world.

      But Little Bluey was different. Blue is my favorite color, and I cannot fully explain the rest of it, only that he had a place in my heart that the others did not occupy. In every race, every battle, every journey across the kitchen floor and down the hallway and through whatever country I had decided we were traveling through that afternoon, Little Bluey was the one who made it.

      The races were organized on principles that made complete sense to me and would have been difficult to explain to anyone else. Little Bluey and Greenie and the red car had their own characters, their own speeds, their own tendencies under pressure.

      Little Bluey was brave.

      Greenie was fast but unreliable.

      The red car was a rival.

      They talked to each other in the voices I gave them. They had histories. They had grievances. They had, on certain afternoons, entire geopolitical situations to navigate that I had constructed from nothing and took completely seriously.

      I also had the green army men. The small plastic soldiers that came in bags, already mid-gesture: one kneeling, one throwing, one face-down with a rifle. I would set them up across the kitchen floor in formations that made tactical sense to me. Little Bluey was always involved in the battles. He was too small to carry troops. He was fast enough to matter.

      My friend Eddie from down the street would sometimes come over after school. He lived maybe six hundred feet away, close enough that the trip between houses required no particular planning. He would sit on the floor with me. The cars would accommodate a second set of hands, a second imagination. The world expanded. The races got more complicated. The kitchen floor became a larger country.

      The downstairs kitchen always seemed to be in the middle of something. A pot simmering. A pan working on the stove. Sauce reducing slowly enough that nobody appeared to be watching it, because nobody needed to.

      Cooking was simply part of the room.

      The floor stayed cool underfoot, even in summer. Above it, the air carried everything else: garlic hitting oil, tomatoes breaking down, meat or beans or whatever had been started hours earlier and was nowhere near finished. The smells did not come and go with meals. They lived there.

      I cannot remember walking into that kitchen and finding the stove completely still. Something was always underway, usually something that had begun before I arrived and would continue long after I left.

      I stayed as long as I wanted, which was hours.

      But most afternoons it was just me.

      Me and the cars and the cool floor and the sound of something on the stove and Mumma moving around the kitchen with the specific economy of a woman who has been cooking in kitchens for decades and knows exactly where everything is.

      She was just there.

      Vespa had opinions about the races.

      This is the thing about dogs: they are not interested in the integrity of your organizational systems. Vespa would be sitting somewhere in the room, curled up, one eye open, apparently asleep or close to it.

      Little Bluey would be making a run, really moving, the black wheels turning, heading for the finish line with everything he had. And then, from nowhere, Vespa would uncoil from his position and intercept. Little Bluey would go airborne. Vespa would catch him. Little Bluey never reached the finish line.

      I would retrieve him. I would protest.

      Vespa would look at me with the expression of a dog who has done something and considers it done and sees no reason for further discussion.

      The race would be restarted. This happened many times.

      Sometimes the races moved out to the three-season room when the kitchen felt too small for the ambitions of the day. The cars could cover more ground out there. The woods were right outside the glass. Little Bluey could disappear under the long chair and need to be retrieved from depths that required genuine effort.

      If he was gone for an hour I would panic.

      Not the mild, managed anxiety of an adult who has misplaced something. The full, immediate, categorical panic of a child for whom the loss of a two-inch metal car is a genuine crisis with no acceptable resolution except the car’s return. I would search. I would retrace. I would enlist whatever adult was present. The world did not resume its normal operations until Little Bluey was located.

      One afternoon Little Bluey disappeared under the refrigerator. It was a catastrophe.

      Without a word Mumma moved the refrigerator. All five feet two inches of her. She retrieved Little Bluey, handed him back, and returned to the stove. That was it.

      No fuss. No lecture about being more careful. No face made.

      Just the refrigerator moved and the car returned and the sauce still simmering and her back at the stove as if nothing had interrupted anything because nothing had.

      I have thought about that moment my whole life without knowing I was thinking about it.

      He never broke. He was sturdy, like us.

      I don’t know what happened to him in the end. He was there and then one day the years had done what years do and he wasn’t. I put down younger things. That’s what happens. I wish I still had him.

      What I have instead is the kitchen.

      Mumma at the stove. Something cooking. The cool floor beneath me. Eddie on his way over or already there, sitting cross-legged on the other side of the finish line. Vespa with one eye open, waiting. The army men arranged in the hills of wherever we had decided to be that afternoon.

      And Little Bluey in my hand, headed somewhere, the black wheels turning, the whole afternoon still ahead of us.
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          The Color of Wanting

        

      

    

    
      Play Land was magic.

      Play Land was the Sears Christmas catalog with walls.

      Everything was there. Bicycles. Board games. Action figures. Model airplanes. Baseball gloves. Toy soldiers. Things you didn’t even know you wanted until you saw them.

      Most of the time we went there to look. Buying and looking were two different activities in our family. We specialized in looking. I didn’t mind. Looking was half the fun.

      You could spend an entire afternoon in Play Land planning a future that would never happen. I would study bicycles I wasn’t getting. Board games I wasn’t getting. Electric train sets I definitely wasn’t getting. Then I would carefully calculate how Santa might solve the problem.

      Economic reality and Santa Claus were frequently in conflict.

      One afternoon, there was a display of mood rings. The ring changed colors depending on your mood, which seemed like a remarkable technological achievement to a child who still believed Santa Claus maintained a worldwide distribution network. Everybody was trying them on. I slipped one onto my finger.

      Then we kept shopping. Or looking. Whatever it was we were doing.

      I forgot about the ring. We wandered through the aisles. I examined toys that would eventually become somebody else’s Christmas presents. I revised my mental wish list several times. I probably picked up a dozen things and put them back down.

      Then we left. We got into the car. Mariuch drove. Life continued. Somewhere on the drive home, I happened to glance down at my hand.

      The ring was still there. At first I was confused. Then, for a brief moment, I was pleased. Then I realized ownership had not been part of the transaction.

      I had stolen it.

      Not intentionally. Not because I wanted to. Not because I was a criminal mastermind. I had simply forgotten to take it off.

      The mood ring had apparently decided my mood was panic. I don’t remember what color it turned. In my memory it turned black.

      Not because that was scientifically accurate. Because that’s what guilt looks like.

      I stared at it. The ring stared back. I lasted about thirty seconds. Then I broke.

      “MOM!”

      “What?”

      “I TOOK THE RING!”

      “What ring?”

      “THE MOOD RING!”

      Mariuch looked at me as though I had suddenly started speaking Norwegian.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I TOOK IT! WE HAVE TO GO BACK!”

      Most criminals do not demand immediate transportation to the scene of the crime. I did. I was one step away from turning myself in.

      Mariuch turned the car around. So back we went.

      I walked into Play Land. The ring was still on my finger. The clerk was standing behind the counter.

      I approached him with all the confidence of a man reporting himself to the authorities. “I accidentally took this.”

      The clerk looked at me. Then he looked at the ring. Then he looked at me again.

      He appeared to be searching for the rest of the story.

      I don’t think this had happened before. Certainly not voluntarily. He seemed surprised. Almost confused. As though he had expected shoplifters to develop more sophisticated methods than immediate confession. I was clearly the least competent shoplifter he had ever encountered.

      He took the ring. I apologized. And that was it.

      No police. No handcuffs. No dramatic consequences. Just a mood ring returned to a toy store.

      We got back in the car. And somewhere in Play Land, a clerk was probably still trying to understand why a child had voluntarily confessed to stealing a one-dollar mood ring nobody knew was missing.

      The ring was supposed to reveal your mood. That afternoon it worked perfectly.
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          You Heard Us Coming

        

      

    

    
      You heard it before you saw it.

      Everybody did.

      That was the first thing you need to understand about the green station wagon. It did not arrive anywhere quietly. It did not glide. It did not purr. It did not suggest transportation. It announced itself from several blocks away like Millhaven was under attack and we were the opening wave.

      The muffler had given up long before I understood what a muffler was. By the time I knew that car, the muffler had not so much failed as resigned. It had packed its little muffler bags and left the rest of the vehicle to fend for itself. The result was a sound somewhere between a garbage truck, a lawn mower, and a small war.

      You could hear us coming. That was the problem.

      Before we turned the corner, people already knew. Here they come.

      Mariuch and Reek-ee.

      In the green station wagon.

      God help us.

      The car was a 1959 station wagon, although by the time it belonged to us the exact year seemed less important than the fact that it was still moving at all. It was green, or at least it had been green at some earlier point in American automotive history. By the time I knew it, the color had faded into something between army surplus, old pea soup, and regret.

      It had two bench seats and a back seat that folded flat, leaving an enormous open space behind us, which in those days counted as luxury if you did not think about safety, which nobody did. Children rolled around in the back of station wagons like groceries with sneakers. Seat belts existed somewhere in theory, but not in our lives. If my mother hit the brakes, you became part of the dashboard. That was not called child endangerment then.

      That was called Tuesday.

      The car smelled like gasoline, hot vinyl, old upholstery, and Carlton cigarettes. Mostly Carlton cigarettes.

      Mariuch smoked Carltons because she had once read they were lower in tar. This allowed her to continue smoking three packs a day while considering herself medically responsible. She drove with a cigarette in one hand, one eye on the road, one eye on me, and a level of confidence that no condition of the vehicle ever justified.

      My mother did not drive that station wagon as though it was falling apart. She drove it as though everyone else had failed to appreciate its majesty.

      She would pull into the gas station, hand the attendant fifty cents, and he would put in two gallons. Gas was twenty-three cents a gallon. Fifty cents could get us moving again.

      Two gallons.

      That was not filling the tank. That was giving the car encouragement.

      The station wagon would cough, smoke, complain, and somehow keep going. It ran on gasoline, cigarettes, Catholic guilt, and my mother’s refusal to be embarrassed.

      I was embarrassed enough for both of us.

      There is a particular kind of childhood humiliation that comes from being delivered somewhere in a car that announces your economic condition before you get out of it. Other children arrived in normal cars. Quiet cars. Cars with mufflers. Cars that did not leave a gray cloud behind them like they were fumigating the parking lot.

      We arrived in the green station wagon. The car did not park. It made an entrance.

      At school, at the beach, at the grocery store, at Nonna Rose’s, at Play Land, everywhere we went, the same thing happened. Heads turned. Dogs barked. Curtains moved. Somewhere, a man looked up from mowing his lawn and thought, What the hell is that?

      That was us.

      I wanted a second exit.

      Unfortunately, station wagons do not come with dignity compartments.

      The worst part was that I always knew the moment was coming. I could feel it in my stomach before we arrived anywhere. The knot would start tightening a few blocks away.

      Please do not stall. Please do not backfire. Please do not make everyone look.

      The car, having no respect for prayer, did all three whenever possible.

      And still, I loved it.

      That is the annoying thing about memory. It refuses to behave. It will not let you hate what embarrassed you without also reminding you that the same ridiculous car carried you everywhere that mattered.

      It took us to Harbor Beach. It took us to Nonna Rose’s on Sundays. It took us to stores where my mother could stretch five dollars until the money itself was exhausted.

      It took us to whatever trouble I had created that week.

      And I created trouble.

      I was not what anyone would call a calm child. I was curious, which is what adults call a child when the word they are looking for is dangerous.

      One day, my father bought a new red car.

      This was a major event. My father did not buy new things casually. Most things in our house had already served one family before coming to us.

      A new car was not just a car. It was an occasion. It was shiny. It was clean. It had not yet been ruined by weather, children, cigarettes, or life.

      Naturally, I decided it needed my name on it. At that age, the distance between an idea and a felony is very short.

      My friend Jainine was there, and like all good childhood friends, she provided the one thing every bad idea needs.

      Encouragement.

      I do not remember her exact words, but I am sure they were helpful in the way gasoline is helpful to a fire.

      So I picked up a rock.

      Not a pencil.

      Not a stick.

      A rock.

      And with the confidence of Michelangelo approaching marble, I carved my name into the side of my father’s brand-new red car.

      R-I-C-K-Y.

      Or something close to that.

      Spelling was still developing.

      What mattered was authorship.

      I stepped back and admired it.

      This is the part adults never understand about children. I did not think I was damaging the car. I thought I was improving it. My father had bought a red car. I had made it personal. In my mind, this was collaboration.

      Then my father came outside.

      There are moments in childhood when you do not need an explanation. You do not need a lecture. You do not need anyone to clarify the moral dimensions of the situation.

      You just know.

      Run.

      I took off down the side of the house.

      The woods were behind the house, and the woods were my plan. The woods had trees. The woods had hiding places. The woods had saved me before. If I could make it to the woods, I believed I had a chance.

      This belief lasted approximately four seconds.

      My father came after me.

      Now, my father had been a tremendous athlete. He had played baseball. He could move. But I did not know any of that in the practical sense until the day I saw him chase me.

      He ran like one of those old cartoons where the legs stop being legs and become geometry, front leg thrown straight out ahead of him, back leg thrown straight out behind, both nearly a right angle to his body, like Penelope Pitstop when the chase was on. His body leaned forward, his arms started pumping, and his legs seemed to detach from normal human rules.

      I was running with everything I had.

      He caught me in four strides. Four.

      I had barely achieved flight before he arrived at the airport.

      One moment I was a fugitive. The next moment I was evidence.

      The green station wagon sat in the driveway during all of this, saying nothing. It had carried us through every kind of humiliation imaginable, but on this occasion it offered no assistance.

      No diversion. No backfire. No cloud of smoke to hide me.

      Nothing.

      Some getaway vehicle.

      My father looked at the red car. He looked at me. He looked at the red car again.

      There was really no defense available. My name was scratched into the side of the vehicle. Even then, I understood that denying involvement would require a level of legal sophistication I did not yet possess.

      Also, it said Ricky. This narrowed the suspect pool.

      What happened after that is less clear to me than the chase itself. Memory protects children in strange ways. I remember the rock. I remember the red paint. I remember the decision. I remember the sudden understanding that the decision had been a poor one. I remember running toward the woods as though freedom lived behind the trees.

      And I remember my father catching me in four strides.

      That part never left me. Neither did the station wagon.

      The green station wagon was not beautiful. It was not reliable in any modern sense. It was not quiet, clean, subtle, or respectable. It smoked almost as much as my mother. It embarrassed me in front of every child I wanted to impress. It turned every arrival into a public announcement.

      But it was ours. That was the thing.

      It carried us when there was only fifty cents for gas. It carried us when my mother had a cigarette in one hand and a grocery list in the other. It carried us to beaches, kitchens downstairs, Sunday dinners, principal’s offices, and crime scenes of my own making.

      It carried Mariuch. It carried Reek-ee. It carried the noise of our family through Millhaven before we even got there.

      I can still hear it sometimes.

      Two blocks away. Three blocks away.

      That terrible, glorious sound.

      The sound of something breaking slowly and going forward anyway. The sound of my mother coming around the corner in a cloud of smoke and determination.

      The sound of home arriving before I was ready for it.
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          She Always Had the Last Word

        

      

    

    
      Every night ended the same way.

      Mariuch would come into the room and sit on the edge of the bed and play with my hair. Not absently. With attention. The way she did everything: fully committed, no halfway, this is what we are doing now. Her voice, which could clear a room when she needed it to, went soft. I did not know then that this was a choice she was making. I thought it was simply how bedtime sounded. I know now that it was the one moment in the day when Mariuch let the volume down all the way and sat with you in the quiet.

      She started with the bedbug saying.

      Don’t let the bedbugs bite, and if they do, take your shoe, two by two, and that is right.

      That sentence is worth pausing on, because I have carried it my entire life without fully being able to explain it.

      It is not quite English. It is not quite Italian.

      It is something that passed through enough people and enough kitchens and enough generations of translation that it arrived in our house in a form that made perfect internal sense and no external sense at all. Take your shoe. Two by two. And that is right.

      I accepted this completely then. I accept it still.

      It is Mariuch’s. That makes it right.

      Then she would sing.

      Fai la ninna, fai la nanna. Con ‘sto figlio non c’è più pace. Fai la ninna, fai la nanna. Pupo bello della mamma.

      I did not know what the words meant then. I knew the feeling of them. They had a sound that was older than the room we were in, older than Millhaven, older than Connecticut. They came from somewhere else and they arrived every night through her voice and her hands in my hair and that was enough.

      Ninna oh, ninna oh. Lo daremo alla Befana, che lo tenghi una settimana. Lo daremo all’omo nero, che lo tenghi ‘n anno intero.

      I found out later what this part meant. We will give you to the Befana, she will keep you for a week. We will give you to the Black Man, he will keep you for a whole year.

      When I found out what the words meant, I could still hear her singing them. I remembered her hand in my hair. The words were terrible. The memory was not. Hearing those names from her at bedtime was different from hearing the adults threaten me with them across the dinner table.

      Mumma had taught her the lullaby. Mumma’s mother had sung it to Mumma. Someone before her had sung it to someone before that, all the way back to a kitchen in southern Italy in a century I cannot quite reach. By the time it got to me it had been traveling for a hundred years.

      I did not know I was receiving something ancient. I just knew I was safe.

      Fai la ninna, fai la nanna. Pupo bello della mamma.

      Sleep, beautiful child of your mother.

      I still hear it.
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      I grew up Catholic, Italian, and afraid of the dark.

      Nobody told me this was a problem until it was too late.

      The first thing was the Omo Nero.

      The adults mentioned him the way they mentioned dinner. Casually. Between the bread and the wine. If you don’t go to sleep, they said, the Omo Nero will come and take you away for an entire year.

      Then they went back to eating.

      An entire year. When you are a child a year is longer than history. A year is before you were born. A year is forever. I lay in my bed doing the math and the math was not good.

      Nobody explained where he lived. Nobody explained how he got into houses. Nobody explained what happened after he took you, which was the part I needed most. The adults introduced the possibility of supernatural child abduction and then passed the bread.

      So I figured out the details myself.

      The hallway outside my bedroom was a regular hallway in the daytime. Same walls. Same floor. Same doorway with the crack of light coming under Mumma’s door at the far end.

      But at night the hallway became something else.

      The darkness gathered there. The far end moved farther away than it had any right to be.

      And that’s where he was.

      He didn’t walk. He floated. That was the first wrong thing. His edges didn’t stop where they were supposed to stop. They kept going, trailing off into the dark like smoke, like something that had been torn and never mended. His arms were too long and they moved without him moving, fingers reaching toward the floor like roots looking for water.

      His face had two lights in it. Not eyes. Just two places where the darkness glowed, the way a coal glows after the fire is out, still hot, still there.

      He never got closer. He never got farther away. He just floated at the end of the hallway with those two lights on me, his ragged edges drifting, and something in my stomach knew he was not in a hurry because he did not need to be in a hurry.

      He had nowhere else to be.

      Then there was the Befana.

      The adults called her a holiday tradition. She was an old woman who flew through the night on a broomstick and came into houses while children were sleeping and left candy or coal depending on what you deserved.

      She looked like somebody’s grandmother except for the eyes.

      Somebody’s grandmother looked at you like she was happy to see you. The Befana looked at you like she had been watching for a while and had already made up her mind.

      Her face was a grandmother’s face except the lines in it went the wrong way, down at the corners of the mouth, down at the edges of the eyes, like a face that had spent a long time looking at children and finding them wanting. She had a sack over her shoulder big enough to hold a child, which I noticed. She had a broom in her hand that she held the way you hold something you know how to use.

      And those eyes. The eyes were the problem. They looked at you and everything you had ever done rose up from wherever you had been keeping it.

      She knew about the cookie I took when nobody was looking. She knew about the lie I told about my sister. She knew about the teeth I pretended to brush by running the water and standing there.

      At night I lay in bed in the dark and one by one the things I had done came back, and I pulled the blanket up to my chin and lay very still as though she might not see me.

      The Omo Nero would take you somewhere. The Befana already knew everything you’d done before you got there.

      And then there was the rabbit.

      Nobody told me about the rabbit. Nobody warned me. He had nothing to do with Easter. He simply appeared one night, sitting on the edge of my bed, and after that he was there every night without explanation or apology.

      He was big. Too big.

      His ears went almost to the ceiling, and they weren’t soft ears, they were stiff and dark and curved at the tips like they’d been burned. His face was the face of a rabbit except it wasn’t. The fur was wrong. The nose was wrong.

      And the mouth. The mouth was stretched into something that might have been a smile if smiles worked that way, too wide, too many teeth, the kind of teeth that didn’t belong in a rabbit’s mouth or anywhere near a child’s bedroom.

      His eyes were black. Not angry black. Not glowing black. Black the way a well is black when you drop a stone in and don’t hear it land. Half-closed, like he was almost asleep, like he was bored, like he had been sitting there so long that even this had stopped being interesting.

      He was there when I fell asleep. He was there when I woke up at three in the morning and turned over and opened my eyes and there he was, same spot, same smile, those black eyes half-closed, nowhere else to go, nothing else to do but watch me sleep.

      I did not scream. You cannot scream at something that is just sitting there. There are no rules for that.

      Then there was Dracula.

      Dracula was almost a relief. Dracula had rules.

      Three monsters and not one of them came with instructions. Then Dracula. Stake through the heart. Garlic at the door. Crucifix in the face. He had rules.

      That meant I had rules. For the first time since the Omo Nero appeared at the end of the hallway I could feel something that wasn’t dread.

      I could feel ready.

      His skin was the white of something that had never been in the sun. Not pale.

      White.

      The white of the inside of an apple, except pulled tight over a skull that was too sharp in all the wrong places. His ears came to points. His eyes were red, not the red of being angry, the red of something that lived inside the red, something that had always been there.

      And his mouth. It was open in a way that mouths don’t open, wider than it should go, the jaw dropped too far, and inside there were too many teeth, not just the fangs, all of them, crowded and wet.

      He wasn’t sneaking. He wasn’t hiding. He looked like something that had stopped needing to hide a very long time ago.

      He wanted blood and the blood he wanted was mine, but at least I knew what he wanted. At least we understood each other.

      I had a crucifix.

      It hung on the wall above my bed. It had come from Italy.

      The family story was that it came from a very old church and had been blessed to repel evil spirits. It was big, maybe twelve inches tall, dark wood, the kind of crucifix that meant business. The edges were worn smooth from generations of hands. To me it was not a religious object. It was not decoration. It was the whole plan.

      I had seen the movies. In the movies the vampire recoiled the moment he saw the crucifix. Covered his face. Backed away.

      That was the rule and the rule was clear and I intended to follow it.

      So here was the plan.

      Dracula: the crucifix. Every night I took it down from the wall and lay on my back with it on my chest, both hands wrapped around it, pointing up at the ceiling, protecting my neck. If Dracula came through the window I would not even have to reach for it. It was already there. Already aimed.

      I had practiced the motion in the daytime with nobody watching until it felt automatic.

      The Omo Nero: also the crucifix, probably.

      There was no movie about the Omo Nero but he was a creature of darkness and Dracula was a creature of darkness and that seemed like the right kind of thinking.

      The Befana: nothing. I had nothing.

      You could not hold up a crucifix at someone who already knew everything you had done. That was not a defense. That was just something else for her to add to the list.

      The rabbit: also nothing. There was no movie. There was no rule. There was no counter-measure for something that just sat on the edge of your bed and smiled and wanted something you could not name. I had decided not to think about the rabbit.

      Every sound outside became Dracula. Every branch against the house. Every leaf moving in the dark below the window. Summer leaves. Dry leaves. The sound of something walking where nothing should be walking.

      Sometimes a car rolled slowly down our street and the headlights crossed the ceiling and I watched them move and thought about what was driving. The sound of a cape brushing against bushes. The sound of death with excellent dental work in the yard.

      I pulled the blankets up. Both hands on the crucifix. I stared at the window.

      I had Vespa, at least.

      Vespa slept at the foot of my bed and I had given him a job. If the Omo Nero came down the hallway he would bark and I would wake up and deploy the crucifix. If Dracula came through the window he would know before I did because dogs could sense these things, everybody knew that. If the rabbit ever stopped sitting and started doing whatever it was the rabbit was eventually going to do, Vespa would handle it.

      I did not think too hard about what Vespa would actually do against any of these things. The plan required him to handle it and so he would handle it.

      And then one night there was a sound that was not a house sound.

      Not the furnace. Not the pipes. Not the refrigerator.

      Something in the hallway. Something moving toward the door.

      My stomach dropped the way it dropped at the top of a swing.

      I lay there and I did not move. The crucifix was on my chest. I could feel it through my pajamas, the edges worn smooth, the weight of it, the plan.

      The Omo Nero at the end of the hallway. The Befana somewhere over Millhaven. The rabbit on the edge of the bed with that smile. Dracula in the leaves outside. I had heard him. I had seen what the headlights did when they crossed the ceiling and I knew what was driving.

      They were all here. All four of them. Every night they were all here and tonight something in the hallway was moving toward my door.

      I had been waiting for this since the crucifix came off the wall.

      The bedroom door opened.

      What happened next I did not do. My body did it without me. The moment the door moved I launched upright like a Navy missile system detecting incoming aircraft. I was out of that bed and moving before I knew I was moving. Just feet on the floor and the crucifix already up in front of me and my legs carrying me straight at whatever was standing in that doorway.

      And I was screaming.

      Not a war cry. Not a warning. A sound I had never heard myself make before, high and thin and completely out of my control, a sound that came from somewhere below the plan, below the training, below everything, the pure sound of a little boy in pajamas charging through the dark with twelve inches of Italian wood aimed directly at the face of whatever had come for him.

      I had spent all those nights lying still, afraid to move. Now I was terrified and running straight at the thing.

      The figure in the doorway stopped. I stopped. The scream stopped.

      We looked at each other across twelve inches of Italian wood.

      The crucifix was approximately two inches from Mariuch’s face.

      I had been prepared to defend Christendom.

      Neither of us moved.

      Then she took the crucifix gently out of my hand.

      “Ma-doan-ah mee,” she said.

      She sat down on the edge of the bed. The mattress sank. She put her hand on my hair the way she always did, not patting, just resting, just there, and then she started to sing.

      Fai la ninna, fai la nanna.

      The Omo Nero was at the end of the hallway. The Befana was flying over Connecticut. Dracula was outside working through his options. The rabbit was sitting exactly where he always sat, watching with those black eyes.

      Mariuch sang.

      And then a strange thing happened. The hallway became a hallway. The shadows became shadows. The leaves outside the window became leaves. The sounds the house made became the sounds a house makes at night when everyone inside it is safe.

      She never said they weren’t real. She didn’t argue with them, didn’t explain them, didn’t turn on the light to show me there was nothing there. She just sat on the edge of my bed in the dark and sang until they got bored and went somewhere else.

      Every night they got the dark.

      She always got the last word.
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          The Back Door

        

      

    

    
      Vespa stayed with us for three years.

      It was summer when he disappeared.

      He was still allowed to come and go. The back door and the three-season room and the yard and the woods were all available to him. Nobody tracked it. Nobody kept a log. Vespa came and went and came and went and then one day he went and did not come.

      At first this was not alarming. He had been gone before. He would come back. He always came back.

      By evening the waiting felt different. Dinner happened. The kitchen smell filled the house. Vespa did not appear at the back door the way he sometimes did, hopeful, timing his arrival with the approximate hour of food. Night came. The three-season room was empty. His spot near the long chair had the particular stillness of a place where something usually was and wasn’t.

      At bedtime he was still gone. The foot of my bed was empty. I had given him a job there. He was supposed to be there if anything came for me in the dark. It had never occurred to me that I might be there and he might not.

      The next morning I checked. Nothing. I checked again that afternoon. Nothing.

      He did not come back.

      So I started calling for him.

      The back door was where you called from. The back of the house faced the woods and if Vespa was anywhere reachable, the woods were where he would be. I would go to the back door in the afternoons and push it open and stand at the edge of the step and call his name.

      “Vespa.”

      Then I would wait.

      “Vespa.”

      Then I would listen.

      The screen door had a particular sound when you let it go, a metallic complaint, a small protest. I can still hear it. In summer there were cicadas in the trees at the edge of the yard, and after I called his name the cicadas would continue and the woods would continue and nothing would change except that I had called and he had not answered.

      I went back inside. I came back the next afternoon. I called again. This went on for the rest of our time in Millhaven.

      Every single day. Every afternoon I went to the back door and I called into the woods and I waited and I called again. Sometimes I thought I saw something moving between the trees and I would lean forward, absolutely certain, and it would be a branch or a shadow or the specific cruelty of a child’s hope seeing what it wanted to see. Sometimes a dog would bark somewhere in the neighborhood and the sound would go through me before I had time to think about it, and for one second, one half-second, it would be him.

      It was never him.

      We moved to Kenwick.

      That was when the calling stopped. Not because I had given up, or not exactly. It was more that the back door in Kenwick did not face the same woods. Vespa did not know where Kenwick was. Calling from there made no sense in a way that calling from Millhaven had still, somehow, made sense. Every afternoon in Millhaven I believed the next call might be the one he answered. Kenwick closed that door.

      I never found out what happened to him. He was there and then he was gone and the gap between those two facts has never been fully explained. I have spent some time over the years thinking about it and I have arrived at the explanation I prefer, which is that he found another family. Another porch. Another door that opened in a storm. Another child who needed a dog and did not know it yet. I prefer this explanation and I intend to keep it.

      He was black with a white spot on his nose. He curled up with his tail over his nose when he slept. I can still see him at the foot of my bed.

      Good boy, Vespa.

      I always loved you.

      I still do.
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          The Reason I Still Look Up

        

      

    

    
      I was shirtless, playing under the overhang of our ugly raised ranch.

      I have no idea what I was doing.

      Something important.

      About fifty feet away, near the road, Mariuch was planting an evergreen in memory of her father, Nonno Sal, who was no longer here.

      I was beneath the shingles conducting operations.

      Then something bit me on the left shoulder blade.

      Hard.

      I reached over my shoulder.

      Nothing.

      I reached underneath.

      Nothing.

      I twisted, scratched, slapped myself, and spun in circles trying to reach the one place on the human body specifically designed to remain unreachable.

      Then my fingers touched something.

      Round. Hard. Moving.

      I shrieked, grabbed it, and ripped it off my back.

      Spider.

      A big one.

      Not one of those thin spiders made entirely out of legs. This thing had weight. It had substance. It had an enormous ass.

      It sat in my palm moving its legs.

      The spider had bitten me.

      I had interrupted its afternoon.

      Neither of us was happy.

      I squeezed.

      The hearing was over.

      I threw what remained of it into the yard and immediately began slapping every part of my body I could reach.

      Once you find one spider on yourself, every hair becomes a leg.

      Every breeze becomes movement.

      Every itch becomes another spider.

      Then I looked up.

      The underside of the overhang was dark. Corners. Cracks. Gaps between the shingles. A hundred places where another spider with an enormous ass could be sitting above me, waiting for its turn.

      I stepped into the sun.

      Across the yard, Mariuch continued pressing dirt around the roots of Nonno Sal’s tree.

      That tree is nearly fifty feet tall now.

      The spider did not enjoy the same opportunity for growth.

      I have looked up ever since.
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          Six Boys Against Connecticut

        

      

    

    
      Six boys crouched behind a stone wall in Kenwick, Connecticut, preparing to attack the State of Connecticut.

      This seemed entirely reasonable at the time.

      My parents had bought one of the houses being displaced for a proposed highway extension, the kind of house most people would have simply let the state take. My parents instead had it lifted off its foundation and dragged across the street, the entire house, on its way to becoming permanently ours.

      I do not know what the neighbors thought, watching a house cross a road.

      Most of the other houses didn’t survive at all.

      By the time I was old enough to notice, the whole street had already gone quiet. Empty foundations sat where houses used to be, half-grown-over, perfect for hiding. Nobody lived on most of it anymore. No cars came through except the ones that belonged there. No mothers were watching from kitchen windows. It was, without anyone planning it that way, the safest and most abandoned place in the world for a group of boys to take over.

      We played cops and robbers there. We played war.

      There were woods behind us. Stone walls everywhere. Open fields. Vacant lots. Places to hide. Places to explore. Places where adults rarely went.

      By then I had discovered something else about Kenwick.

      We were poor. Not poor poor. Not hungry poor. Fairfield County poor. Which is a completely different category.

      Most of the kids lived in houses that looked enormous to me. Their fathers had jobs I didn’t understand. Their mothers drove cars that started quietly and arrived without announcing themselves three towns away.

      Then there was us.

      We came in the green station wagon. The same green station wagon that sounded like a cement mixer full of angry bees. You heard it before you saw it. Everybody did. The Kenwick kids knew exactly who was arriving.

      I was mortified.

      My parents loved the house. I loved the woods. The woods solved almost everything.

      And the woods, and the empty lots, and the abandoned foundations, gave us the war.

      My mother’s brother, Uncle Vincenzo, lived four miles away, in a stucco house with an arched doorway you stepped up into, a covered porch. He had a German Shepherd named Baron who looked like he wanted to eat you and turned out to be terrified of thunder. He had a Roadrunner. He had a speedboat. He had, propped around the house in places nobody thought to explain to a child, more guns than I had ever seen outside of a movie.

      We loved going there. Uncle Vincenzo and his wife were good to us, in their own particular way.

      Uncle Vincenzo had been in Vietnam, on a gunship, and at some point that gunship went down with him on it. He came home. He did not talk about it. Nobody used any particular words for whatever he was carrying, not then. We just knew Uncle Vincenzo didn’t go out much, and that he had a great dog and great cars and a house full of guns, and none of it struck me as strange, because I was a kid, and that was simply who Uncle Vincenzo was.

      There was one remaining house beside ours that had not been moved. The state had turned it into an office. Every morning a handful of state workers arrived carrying thermoses, clipboards, maps, and whatever mysterious government business occupied grown men at the time.

      To us they were Nazis. Not because they did anything remotely Nazi-like. Simply because every war requires an enemy, and we knew exactly what enemies were supposed to look like.

      So naturally we became soldiers.

      I was usually the captain. Tommy was a corporal. Bobby was a private. Kevin was a private. The remaining ranks shifted according to attendance, enthusiasm, and whether somebody had recently done something stupid. Military promotions were handled casually.

      Our weapons consisted of sticks. Good sticks. Important sticks. A proper stick wasn’t just a branch. A proper stick was a rifle. You had to find one that felt right in your hands. Too short and it looked ridiculous. Too long and you couldn’t maneuver. The perfect stick could carry an entire campaign.

      The rocks were grenades. Pinecones occasionally served as artillery. A piece of bark could become a land mine. Military standards were flexible.

      The stone walls became our fortifications. Some of those walls had been there since colonial times. British troops had marched through that part of Connecticut during the Revolutionary War. We knew none of the details. We simply knew the walls were old. Old walls automatically made excellent military positions.

      We spent entire afternoons crouched behind them.

      “Movement!”

      “Where?”

      “Over there!”

      “I see him!”

      “No you don’t!”

      “Throw the grenade!”

      Then a rock would fly harmlessly into a bush. The attack would begin. We charged across fields. Leaped over walls. Dove behind trees. Shouted into toy walkie-talkies that weren’t actually connected to anything.

      Somehow this worked perfectly. We reported troop movements. Requested reinforcements. Called for air support. None of it existed. None of it mattered. We were completely committed.

      Every battle required casualties. This was one of the best parts. A soldier would clutch his chest dramatically.

      “I’ve been hit!”

      Then he would collapse into the leaves. Occasionally someone died three or four times in a single afternoon. Medical science was limited.

      The state workers never stopped us. Not once. Every now and then one of them would step outside. He’d look at the rocks. Look at the walls. Look at six little boys conducting military operations against a Connecticut office building. Then he’d shake his head and laugh. I suspect they viewed us the way people view energetic Labrador retrievers. Potentially destructive. Fundamentally harmless.

      Eventually the attacks would end the same way every day. Mariuch called.

      We could be deep in the woods. A quarter mile from the house. Hidden behind walls. Conducting operations of enormous strategic significance.

      Then her voice would arrive.

      “RRRRRICKYYYYY!”

      The sound rolled through the trees like artillery. Every child froze. The war was over. No further discussion required.

      Tommy went home. Bobby went home. Kevin went home. The captain returned for dinner. Usually spaghetti. Sometimes meatballs. Always something worth ending a war for.

      The state workers eventually left. The office closed. The attacks stopped. The boys grew up. The highway never came.

      I fought my war with a stick.

      Four miles away, in a stucco house with an arched doorway, Uncle Vincenzo kept his guns by the door.
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          Because She Did

        

      

    

    
      She was my English teacher, and I adored her with the uncomplicated devotion kids sometimes feel for the adults who actually look at them.

      Most of what happened in that classroom was ordinary. Homework, tests, the usual rhythm of a school year moving forward one assignment at a time.

      I was ahead. Reading ahead, writing ahead, further along than the rest of the room by a stretch that was hard to ignore once somebody actually looked.

      She looked.

      She met me where I actually was instead of where the curriculum said I was supposed to be, and then she pushed me further.

      I don’t remember every conversation. I remember what it felt like to have somebody look closely enough to see what was there and decide it was worth doing something about.

      It was.

      She helped me skip a grade in elementary school. Later, I finished high school in three years.

      I don’t know what would have happened if she hadn’t looked. I know what happened because she did.
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          The Menace, First Offense

        

      

    

    
      Miss Caldwell is where it started. She also deserves, at this late date, some acknowledgment of what we put her through.

      Miss Caldwell was one of our elementary-school teachers. She was a small woman with the particular energy of someone who has decided that children are a problem to be managed rather than a mystery to be appreciated, and she managed us with the grim efficiency of a person who has been doing this too long and knows it. She was not warm. She was not cold exactly. She was simply there, in the way that certain authority figures are simply there, like a piece of furniture you have stopped noticing except when you bump into it.

      We noticed Miss Caldwell. We noticed her very specifically.

      The prank call was the dominant art form of our age group. Before caller ID, you could call anyone. They would pick up. They would have no idea who you were. This was power, and we understood power when we had it.

      The Prince Albert in the Can call was a classic. You called a store and asked, in your most serious voice, whether they had Prince Albert in the can. It was pipe tobacco sold in a tin. When they said yes, you said: well, isn’t it about time you let him out? And then you hung up.

      We were learning timing. We thought we were terrorizing tobacco retailers.

      Miss Caldwell, I do not know why, became a target.

      We called her at home. We called her repeatedly, with a frequency that I now recognize as genuinely unhinged. She was in the phone book. We found her.

      Miss Caldwell had a whistle.

      This was her countermeasure. When she picked up and recognized the nature of the call, she would blow a whistle directly into the receiver. A full, committed, eardrum-targeting blast of whistle, deployed at a volume that suggested she had been waiting her entire professional career for an excuse to use it and we had finally given her one.

      We called back.

      She had a whistle. We knew she had a whistle. We had heard it multiple times, directly through our eardrums. We called back anyway.

      Miss Caldwell eventually stopped answering. In a narrow sense, this was a victory for us: a ringing phone was almost as good as an answered one when what we wanted was to have an effect on someone’s evening.

      I think about Miss Caldwell sometimes. A woman trying to have a quiet evening at home, the phone ringing, the whistle on the table next to her because she has learned she needs it within reach, the particular exhaustion of having to decide, every single time, whether this call is going to be a normal call or whether it is going to be us.

      I am sorry, Miss Caldwell.
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          While I Was at School

        

      

    

    
      Snoopy had puppies. I was there when they were born, although I had only a vague understanding of what was happening. I knew puppies were coming. Puppies were good. That was about it.

      Some of them came out moving, tiny things, wet and helpless, making little sounds while Snoopy worked around them.

      Some didn’t move.

      I kept waiting for those puppies to start doing what the others were doing.

      They didn’t.

      I looked at the adults. Nobody panicked, but something was different. One puppy had just been born and was already dead. I knew what dead meant. I had never seen it happen that close to being born.

      Two of the puppies were Brutus and McDuff. They survived, grew, and became completely crazy dogs.

      Brutus and McDuff lived outside most of the time. That was normal then. They ran through the yard, disappeared into the woods, came back filthy, and barked at things that required barking at and plenty that didn’t. They had the yard, the woods, and considerably more freedom than was probably good for them.

      They were always moving. Open the door and one was running somewhere, chasing something, or barking at an emergency known only to them.

      They were just there.

      Then one morning I went to school. Nothing about the morning was different. I didn’t stop before I left. I didn’t spend extra time with Brutus. There was no reason to.

      I went to school.

      While I was gone, Brutus was hit by a car.

      My mother handled everything.

      I wasn’t there when it happened. I wasn’t there afterward. By the time I came home, whatever had needed to be done had already been done.

      Brutus was gone.

      I don’t remember seeing him after the accident or saying goodbye. I don’t remember anyone sitting me down for a long conversation about death.

      Later, it happened to McDuff.

      I went to school.

      While I was gone, he was hit by a car too.

      My mother handled that one too.

      By the time I came home, McDuff was gone.

      I don’t remember what anybody said to me. There must have been words. I must have asked where he was, and somebody must have answered.

      I don’t remember the words.

      What I remember is how it happened twice: I went to school, and by the time I came home, a dog I loved was gone.
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          The McGovern Button

        

      

    

    
      My parents were having a party at the house. Their friends were there, everybody was downstairs, and we kids were down there with them until the adults eventually decided they had enjoyed enough of our company.

      We were sent upstairs to bed.

      Before I went, they gave me one last job. They wanted another pitcher of margaritas, and I was told to make the lemonade that went into them, bring the pitcher back downstairs, and then go to bed.

      Simple enough.

      I went into the kitchen and made the lemonade exactly as instructed. Water, mix, ice, whatever the proportions were. I was perfectly capable of following directions.

      I was also angry.

      I don’t remember what I was angry about. Maybe I didn’t want to go upstairs. Maybe somebody had said something to me. At that age, the reason probably mattered enormously for approximately six minutes.

      The blender was sitting there.

      The lemonade was ready.

      So I peed in it.

      Not much. I would like the record to reflect that. But enough that the lemonade was no longer operating according to the manufacturer’s original recipe.

      Then I turned on the blender.

      Everything mixed together beautifully.

      I poured it into the pitcher, carried it downstairs, and handed it over to the adults exactly as I had been told to do. Job completed.

      Then I went upstairs.

      Whether anyone ever drank the lemonade, I have no idea. I never asked. Given what happened next, I suspect the pitcher may have been forgotten entirely.

      I went into my bedroom still carrying whatever enormous injustice had inspired the lemonade amendment. I ran into the room and threw myself dramatically onto the floor.

      There was a George McGovern campaign button lying on the carpet.

      The pin was open.

      My knee landed directly on it.

      The needle went in.

      Whatever grievance I had been carrying disappeared instantly. I screamed loud enough for everyone downstairs to hear me.

      The adults came running.

      A few minutes earlier I had been entrusted with refreshments. Now I was on the floor with George McGovern attached to my knee.

      My mother took one look at it.

      The party was over for us. We went to the hospital.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Skull And Tarzan

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          No Net Below

        

      

    

    
      Tarzan. Returning from the jungle. Carrying proof of his kill back to Jane.

      I had found the skull in the woods. It looked like it had belonged to some enormous cat. Probably a bobcat. Possibly something much more dangerous. I was not going to ruin a perfectly good discovery by consulting a wildlife expert.

      There was no Jane, of course. This presented no difficulty whatsoever. Jane was at the house. Jane had always been at the house. Jane was apparently spending her afternoon waiting for Tarzan to return from the jungle carrying the head of something.

      So I grabbed the vine.

      Walking back would have been ridiculous. Tarzan traveled by vine. I had done this so many times that my body did not need to think about it anymore.

      Run.

      Jump.

      Swing.

      The vine faced toward the back of the house, which meant every arc sent me out over the yard and then back in toward home. Thirty feet one way. Thirty feet the other. Higher each time. The skull gripped in one hand while the other held the vine.

      I was also making the Tarzan yell.

      This is important.

      There is no dignity in swinging through the jungle silently. Without the yell, you are just a little Italian boy hanging from vegetation.

      Each swing carried me higher. Each yell informed Jane that Tarzan was approaching and that something in the jungle had gone very badly for whatever owned the skull.

      I had never once considered that the vine might not agree to this arrangement forever.

      We each had a job. I was Tarzan. It was transportation.

      Then, coming back toward the house, it quit without notice.

      One second I was Tarzan. The next I was airborne, no vine, no plan, moving at what I would estimate was the posted speed limit on our street: thirty-five miles an hour, a number nobody, including me, had ever actually observed.

      I was observing it now. Involuntarily. Into a house.

      The Tarzan yell changed.

      It began as a triumphant announcement of my return to Jane. Somewhere in the middle of the flight, it became a noise normally associated with industrial machinery experiencing catastrophic failure.

      I struck the side of the house with the full confidence of a child who had not yet learned that confidence provides no protection whatsoever against siding.

      I survived. At that age, surviving and not being hurt were considered roughly the same thing. If no ambulance arrived and no bone was sticking through your clothing, you were fine.

      I was just a kid who had thrown himself into the second story of his own house while carrying an animal skull to a woman who did not exist.

      I do not remember what happened to the skull.

      I would like to think I held onto it through the entire flight, even while the house rushed toward my face.

      Knowing me then, I probably did. I also know that the experience taught me an important lesson.

      Maybe I needed a better vine.
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          The Hypochondriac

        

      

    

    
      We were living in Weldon now. But I cannot tell you about my father by leaving him in one house, at one age.

      Roberto was an athlete.

      This is the first thing to know about him, and I’ll say it first because it’s true and because the images that survive him are the ones that live in my body rather than my memory. Tall. Dark-haired. Strong in the way that men who play baseball seriously are strong, the kind of strength that is earned over years of doing the same thing with full commitment until the body simply becomes what the sport requires.

      He was a semi-professional baseball player. He played in tournaments around Connecticut, and in one of the bigger ones, he won. Hold that image of him before anything else: the athlete, the competitor, the man who showed up and won.

      He met my mother Mariuch in 1956. They were married for fifty-nine and a half years. He loved her from the beginning and he loved her at the end and everything in between was the life they built together, which like all lives was complicated and imperfect and entirely their own.

      He loved his children, my sister Donna, me, and Gina, with his whole heart and soul. He loved his grandchildren, Brianna, Kaitlyn, Evan, Ryan, and Lucas, maybe most of all, if that was even possible. In the photographs from those years he is a grandfather on a ferry with a boy in a TaylorMade hat tucked under his arm, completely lit up, the whole face given over to it. That is the man his grandchildren knew. That is a gift.

      He was a hypochondriac. I say this with love because it is true and because it is, in the fullness of time, one of the funnier things about him. He believed, at any given moment, that whatever was currently happening to his body represented a medical emergency of the first order. He was thorough about this. He was committed. He brought the same focused energy to worrying about his health that he had once brought to the baseball diamond, which meant he was very good at it.

      This produced, in our household, a specific calibration problem.

      One day he closed his finger in the garage door. He was outside. He was jumping. He was screaming. He was doing everything a person does when they have genuinely caught their finger in a garage door and also everything a person does when they are performing having caught their finger in a garage door, and from inside the house the two things looked identical.

      We locked the door.

      He was not faking it. The finger was genuinely hurt. When he eventually got back inside, he showed us. He was furious. We knew we were wrong and could not quite stop laughing.

      If you remember what happened after I carved my name into his new red car, you already know he could run. He was an athlete even with a grievance.

      He had the faith. He loved God and the Virgin Mary and going to Mass and he passed that into all of us in the way that genuine faith gets passed, not through lectures but through watching someone live it. He was a man of belief and I loved him for giving that to us.

      He loved food. He loved his dogs. He loved baseball and boxing and football and basketball and golf and skiing and Misquamicut. He loved his sister Rosalie and his friends and the life he had built in Connecticut from nothing but will and the particular stubbornness of a man who decides he is going to make something of himself and does.

      He was not always easy to live with. There is also the man who pressed his forehead to his newborn son’s forehead in the hospital and held him there, nose to nose, the way you hold something you cannot believe you have been given.

      That photograph exists. I have seen it. That is also my father.

      He died in 2019. I stood at his funeral and said goodbye to my best friend, my protector, my confidant, my teacher, my advisor, my rock, my strength, my inspiration. I said he was the Dad I loved with all my heart and soul and was so very proud of. I meant every word.

      I told him I got this. Strong like Bull. I promised to watch over the family. I have kept that promise.

      I’ll see you soon, Dad. In the clearing on the other side.
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          What Lived in the Drawer

        

      

    

    
      The wooden spoon lived in the silverware drawer. This was an unusual place to keep a weapon, but Mariuch believed in efficiency.

      The spoon had two jobs. The first was stirring the gravy. The second was maintaining domestic order. It performed both duties admirably.

      Now, family legend has improved the story over the years. According to the version we tell now, Mariuch could throw the spoon across the room, hit you in the head, have it fly back into her hand like a boomerang, and continue stirring the gravy without missing a beat.

      That part may not be entirely accurate.

      The rest of it is.

      She absolutely threw that spoon.

      And this was not one of those flimsy wooden spoons they sell today. This thing was built during an era when Americans apparently expected kitchen utensils to survive artillery fire. It had the weight of a canoe paddle and the aerodynamic properties of a tomahawk.

      I know this because one afternoon my sister said something at the table that crossed a line nobody had drawn in advance but that Mariuch located instantly. The spoon left her hand. My sister ducked. The spoon missed her by approximately the width of a prayer, hit the cabinet behind her with a sound like a gunshot, and clattered to the floor.

      My sister looked at the spoon. The spoon looked at my sister. Mariuch picked it up and went back to the stove.

      Nobody said anything.

      The gravy continued simmering, unbothered. The cabinet had a mark on it for years.

      The spoon lived in the silverware drawer. The drawer was the real problem.

      You did not fear the spoon. You feared the sound.

      When Mariuch got angry enough, she would reach into that drawer and yank it open. Not pull it. Yank it. The kind of motion that meant the conversation was over and a new phase had begun. The silverware would crash against the sides of the drawer like an explosion in a cutlery factory.

      Every child in the house knew exactly what it meant. Run.

      My sister was the smartest of us. She looked like Shirley Temple. She moved like an Olympic sprinter fleeing political unrest.

      The moment that drawer rattled, she was gone. I once saw her freeze for half a heartbeat and then vanish through a doorway before the sound had finished happening. Behind the couch. Under a bed. Into the yard. Wherever she went, she had clearly identified the location in advance. She was eight years old and she had an evacuation plan.

      I was slower.

      This is why I have more stories.

      Even the dogs understood the drawer. They heard the sound and became unavailable. Two large animals who had decided, independently and simultaneously, that they had somewhere else to be.

      Visitors never saw any of this. I don’t know why. Maybe Mariuch suspended operations when company was present. Maybe guests simply had excellent timing.

      The spoon was real. The fear was real. Mariuch ran the house.

      Mariuch was the legislature. Mariuch was the executive branch. Mariuch was the judiciary.

      Appeals were not available.

      I learned this lesson the first time I used the word fuck.

      I was in the back seat of a car going to football practice with my friends. Somebody asked if I knew what it meant. I said yes. I was lying. They could tell. They explained it to me in the casual, authoritative way that children explain things they are not supposed to know. I sat with this information for the rest of the ride. I had the word. I had no plan. These two facts were about to meet each other in my mother’s kitchen.

      I got home. I walked in. Mariuch was at the stove, Carlton going, spoon in hand, gravy on its third hour. Everything normal. Everything calm. The kitchen smelled like Sunday.

      And I said it.

      I do not remember the sentence. I remember the word leaving my mouth and feeling, for about half a second, genuinely surprised that it had come out. Like a sneeze you didn’t know was coming. The word floated there in the kitchen air between me and my mother and the gravy and the Carlton and thirty years of southern Italian authority.

      Then the world stopped.

      Mariuch turned from the stove.

      Not fast. Slow. The slow turn is worse than the fast one. Fast means surprise. Slow means she heard you perfectly and is now deciding something.

      She looked at me. I looked at her.

      The gravy simmered. The Carlton burned.

      Nobody moved.

      In the silence I had approximately three seconds to review the decision. I had heard a word in a car. I had walked into a kitchen. I had said it. I had no defense.

      Then her hand went to the drawer.

      I heard the handle. I heard the yank. I heard the silverware. I heard the specific sound that meant every child in the house was now running, including children who had not even been present for the original incident.

      The spoon entered the conversation.

      The conversation was brief and overwhelmingly one-sided.

      To this day, I do not use that word in front of my mother.

      The spoon has not been active for decades.

      I am larger than she is.

      Theoretically, I have options.

      And yet if Mariuch walked into the room right now, I would immediately become a child again and begin editing my vocabulary. Some part of my brain understands the drawer is still out there, even if the kitchen is gone.

      The funny thing is that the spoon itself is gone. The drawer may be gone too. The house certainly is.

      But I can still hear the sound.

      The rattling silverware. The drawer yanked open. Three children scattering. Two dogs evacuating.

      And Mariuch standing in the kitchen with a cigarette in one hand, a wooden spoon in the other, and complete control over the known universe.
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          The Lawn That Wasn’t Ours

        

      

    

    
      My mother was driving.

      This narrows the time period considerably because, for most of my childhood, my mother was always driving.

      She drove us to school. She drove us to church. She drove us to Nonna Rose’s. She drove us to the beach. She drove us to stores where she could somehow buy groceries for five people with the financial resources of a moderately successful squirrel.

      On this particular day we were driving through town in the blue Datsun station wagon. The Datsun was rusted. The Datsun was loud. The Datsun had entered a long-term disagreement with several basic principles of automotive engineering.

      But it moved. That was enough.

      We were driving through a neighborhood when I saw an old woman cutting her grass.

      Not with a lawn mower. With one of those old push mowers. The kind with spinning blades that worked entirely through human suffering. She was pushing it slowly through grass that had grown much too high. I remember looking out the window and watching her struggle.

      Then I yelled:

      “Mom! Stop the car!”

      Mariuch hit the brakes. This was not unusual. Unexpected requests were part of her parenting experience.

      “What?”

      “Stop the car.”

      She stopped the car. I jumped out. I ran across the yard. The old woman looked up. I asked if I could finish cutting the grass. She looked surprised. Then she handed me the mower. That was the entire negotiation.

      So I cut her lawn. The whole thing. Back and forth. Up and down. Sweating. Pushing. Trying to cut grass that clearly had no interest in being cut. The old woman sat and watched. Mariuch sat in the Datsun and watched.

      I cut the grass. The old woman thanked me. She was Italian. I remember that. She looked a little like Mumma.

      As I was leaving, she smiled and said:

      “Grazie.”

      Then I ran back to the car. Got in. The old woman waved. Mariuch put the Datsun in gear. The rust rattled. The exhaust complained. We drove for a minute or two. Then she glanced over at me.

      “Ecco il mio ometto.”

      There’s my little man.

      “Hai un cuore grande.”

      You have a big heart.

      “Ti voglio bene.”

      I love you.

      The Datsun rattled on. And we drove home.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Daddy Long Legs
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          Passengers in the Datsun

        

      

    

    
      By the time we had the Datsun 610 station wagon, the green station wagon was gone, but the family tradition of driving around in vehicles that appeared to be one inspection sticker away from the junkyard remained very much alive.

      The Datsun was blue, rusted, and tired in the way cars become tired when they belong to families with three kids, one mother, no patience, and places to be. It was not as legendary as the green station wagon, but it had the same essential personality.

      It made noise. It smelled faintly of cigarettes. It contained children in ways that would now require federal intervention.

      And it was taking us to Harbor Beach.

      Harbor Beach was the destination, which meant the car was full of beach things. Towels. Bags. Food. Probably a cooler. And lawn chairs that had spent the entire winter outside, absorbing rain, leaves, dirt, and whatever else God had placed upon the earth to torment children.

      My sisters were in the back seat. I was in the front next to Mariuch.

      I occupied the front seat with the confidence of someone who knew everything. My sisters had not been consulted about this.

      We were driving along, probably going twenty miles an hour, when my sisters started screaming.

      Screaming. The kind of screaming that suggests either imminent death or a spider.

      “There!”

      “It’s on me!”

      “Get it off!”

      Mariuch looked in the rearview mirror.

      “What now?”

      “A spider!”

      It was not actually a spider. It was a daddy long legs.

      This distinction would become important later.

      At the moment, however, I possessed the complete confidence of a person who had absolutely no idea what was about to happen.

      “Oh, it’s just a spider.”

      I said this with all the authority of a man who had never inspected the situation.

      My sisters continued screaming. I rolled my eyes.

      Mariuch pulled over. I got out of the front seat. My sisters migrated into it. I climbed into the back seat like a specialist being deployed to handle a crisis.

      This was my first mistake. My second mistake was sitting down. My third mistake was existing.

      We pulled away.

      The car rounded a corner.

      Something shifted in the pile of lawn chairs.

      Maybe one of the chairs moved. Maybe we hit a bump. Maybe an entire civilization had been living inside those chairs since October and had simply been waiting for transportation.

      What happened next remains one of the most successful ambushes in military history. Daddy long legs started pouring out of the chairs.

      Dozens.

      They were on my neck. My shoulders. My face. My hair. My shirt.

      Everywhere.

      Five seconds earlier I had been explaining to my sisters that it was just a spider.

      Now I was discovering that bravery has limits.

      The back seat became a biblical event.

      All my confidence left my body immediately.

      I did not reassure my sisters. I did not investigate. I did not formulate a plan.

      I opened the door. The car was still moving.

      I exited.

      This was not a decision so much as an evacuation. I jumped out of the Datsun at approximately twenty miles an hour and performed what I choose to remember as a tactical drop-and-roll.

      Other witnesses may describe it differently.

      Mariuch nearly turned the car around in the road.

      My sisters were screaming.

      I was rolling around on the pavement trying to remove an entire ecosystem from my body.

      Mariuch stopped the car.

      She looked at me. She looked at the daddy long legs. She looked back at me.

      “Get in the car.”

      That was the entire medical evaluation.

      I got back in the car.

      But nobody sat in the back after that. Nobody.

      The back seat had been lost. The lawn chairs had won.

      So we drove the rest of the way to Harbor Beach with all three children crammed into the front seat.

      Mariuch driving.

      Three kids jammed beside her.

      Probably towels on our laps. Probably somebody’s elbow in somebody else’s ribs.

      We went to Harbor Beach anyway.

      Of course we did.

      You did not cancel the beach because one child exited a moving vehicle.

      Not in our family.

      You brushed yourself off. You got back in the car. You went to the beach.

      And somewhere behind us, in the back of that rusted blue Datsun, a colony of daddy long legs rode to the shore like paying passengers.
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          Ready to Fight the World

        

      

    

    
      Uncle Giuseppe gave us a German Shepherd named Dusty.

      That sentence needs precision, because “gave us a German Shepherd” makes it sound like a normal transaction between normal people and it was neither of those things. What Uncle Giuseppe gave us was a dog that hated everyone and everything, that had apparently been raised on a philosophy of pure aggression, that had the disposition of a man who has been wronged by every person he has ever met and intends to make that everyone else’s problem. Dusty was not a pet. Dusty was a consequence.

      Uncle Giuseppe drove up from Staten Island to deliver the dog, which in retrospect should have been the first sign that something was wrong, because Uncle Giuseppe did not make long drives for ordinary reasons. He arrived in the white Mercedes. He got out. He walked to the trunk.

      He opened the trunk.

      Dusty came out of that trunk like something fired from a cannon. One moment the trunk was closed and the world was quiet, and the next moment there was a German Shepherd in the air, and then there was a German Shepherd on my friend Scott, who had been standing in the driveway with the particular bad luck of being exactly where Dusty needed to land. Scott had not done anything to Dusty. Scott had never met Dusty. Dusty did not care about any of this. Dusty had just spent however long locked in the trunk of a Mercedes and he had opinions about it and Scott was the first available recipient of those opinions.

      Scott survived. Relax. He was fine. He was significantly less fine in the immediate term, but ultimately fine. Three other people were attacked on his way down the street. After Scott, Dusty did not stop. Dusty ran. Dusty ran down the street and introduced himself to the neighborhood in the manner of a dog who has decided that the best defense is a relentless and comprehensive offense. He attacked people. He attacked them with conviction. He was not discriminating. He was not strategic. He simply found people and made his feelings known.

      Uncle Giuseppe watched all of this from the driveway. His expression, as best I could read it from a distance, was one of mild interest. “Eh?” he said, or something like it. He got back in the Mercedes. He drove back to Staten Island.

      We now had Dusty.

      The first week, we kept him secured in the backyard because nobody could safely handle him yet. Dusty on a leash was a negotiation. Dusty loose was an event. He radiated hostility in all directions, and we fed him by the only method that seemed viable: we would take a pound of meat, approach the perimeter of what we had calculated to be his maximum reach, and throw it. Not hand it. Throw it. Like you would throw something to an animal that you were not entirely sure was going to stop at the food when the food ran out.

      He did, eventually, calm down. Slightly. By degrees. Over months. Dusty never became what you would call friendly, but he arrived at a state that could be described as tolerant of the specific people he saw every day, provided those people did not make any sudden movements or look at him wrong or breathe in a way he found objectionable. He became, in his way, ours. You do not love a dog like Dusty the way you love a normal dog. You love him the way you love something that has survived itself, something that came into your life trailing damage and stayed anyway.

      Then one day he was gone.

      I asked my mother where Dusty was. She told me, with particular care, that my uncle had taken him to a farm. A farm. Where he could run. Where there were fields and other dogs and space and all the things a dog like Dusty needed and had never had.

      I believed this completely. I was a child and I believed it the way children believe things when they want to, which is absolutely and without examination. For years I had a picture of Dusty in my head: Dusty in a field somewhere, running. Dusty with other dogs who had somehow negotiated a peace with him, who had perhaps discovered whatever version of patience was required to get past his defenses and find the dog underneath. Dusty doing what dogs are supposed to do in the wide open space he deserved.

      I hear that story differently now. I suspect the farm was what my mother told me because she could not tell me something worse. I do not know. My uncle took Dusty, and Dusty went somewhere, and I never saw him again.

      I do not blame my mother. Whatever had happened, she gave me a field to picture him in.

      I still wonder what had happened to Dusty before he came to us. He came out of that trunk ready to fight the world. It took months before he would tolerate us. Then he was gone.
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          The Day Hell Answered

        

      

    

    
      I learned two important lessons. First, people do not enjoy being ambushed by Satan. Second, if you are going to ambush a complete stranger while dressed as Satan, it is generally unwise to give him the finger afterward.

      It was around Halloween. I had devil horns. I had a pitchfork. I had absolutely no supervision in the areas of judgment, impulse control, or long-term planning.

      We were leaving a shopping plaza. I think we had gone to the movies. Mariuch was driving. I was in the car with my sisters, and we were waiting at a red light behind another vehicle.

      That should have been the entire story.

      Instead, I saw an opportunity.

      I got out of the car.

      To this day, I have no idea why my mother allowed children to exit moving situations as often as we did. The seventies were different. Seatbelts were considered optional. Child safety was largely handled by prayer.

      I crouched down behind the car in front of us.

      The people inside could not see me.

      I crept up alongside the passenger window.

      Still invisible.

      Then I took my pitchfork and tapped on the glass.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      The driver and passenger looked over.

      That was when I rose into view.

      Full devil. Horns. Pitchfork.

      Complete commitment to the role.

      And I screamed.

      The reaction exceeded expectations. The people in that car nearly achieved orbit. I am fairly certain both occupants left their seats simultaneously. Had they been equipped with ejection systems, they would have used them.

      I considered the operation a complete success.

      Unfortunately, the story was not over.

      The driver got out.

      Now that he was standing, I realized something I had failed to consider during the planning phase.

      He was enormous. Not big. Enormous.

      The kind of man who looked like he moved refrigerators for recreation. The kind of man who had forearms.

      Plural.

      He came around the car yelling.

      At this point, a reasonable child might have apologized. A reasonable child might have retreated. A reasonable child might have recognized that the prank portion of the evening had concluded. I was not a reasonable child.

      I gave him the finger. Looking back, this feels less like a decision and more like a medical condition.

      The giant man immediately changed objectives.

      He stopped looking angry. He started looking determined.

      The next thing I knew, he had grabbed me.

      And then Mariuch arrived.

      Now, my mother was about five foot one.

      The giant man looked down at her.

      This was his second mistake. The first had been getting out of the car.

      Mariuch came out of that car like a mother bear with a nicotine addiction. One hand held a lit Carlton cigarette. The other held approximately a thousand years of Italian motherhood.

      She told him to let go.

      He did not.

      She told him again.

      He still did not.

      Then she introduced the cigarette to his arm. The effect was immediate.

      His entire understanding of the situation changed.

      He let go.

      At that exact moment he discovered something important:

      The small woman in front of him was considerably more dangerous than the devil costume.

      Mariuch ordered me back into the car.

      Again, this was not a request.

      We piled into the vehicle.

      The light changed.

      And we left.

      The last thing I remember is looking through the rear window as we pulled away. The giant man was standing in the road rubbing his arm and trying to process the last sixty seconds of his life.

      Five minutes earlier he had simply been driving home. Then the devil appeared. Then the devil screamed. Then the devil gave him the finger. Then the devil’s mother burned him with a cigarette. There is no section in the driver’s manual that prepares you for that sequence of events.

      Mariuch said nothing. Which was worse. The lecture had not been canceled. It had merely been postponed.

      That was her way. She would protect you from anybody in the world. Then she would deal with you herself.
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          Nothing Stayed in Its Cage

        

      

    

    
      If it was small, alive, and capable of being placed inside something, at some point I probably brought it home.

      Newts in a pan.

      Guinea pigs.

      Gerbils.

      Hamsters.

      I collected living things with the enthusiasm of a young Noah who had not been given an ark, instructions, or meaningful adult supervision.

      The gerbils had a Habitrail.

      A whole plastic city. Tunnels connecting one chamber to another. Wheels. Ladders. Little clear rooms. The kind of elaborate setup that allowed a child to believe he had created an enriching environment rather than purchased two rodents and placed them inside plastic plumbing.

      We bought two.

      We were told they were both male.

      This information proved unreliable.

      One afternoon I came home and there were six babies.

      Naturally, I kept them.

      Eventually there were approximately fifty gerbils.

      The Habitrail had been designed for two.

      Fifty gerbils regarded this as a planning failure on our part.

      They chewed through the plastic.

      Not all at once. Gradually. Methodically. One tunnel first, then another, until their carefully designed city developed exits the manufacturer had not approved.

      Then they left.

      Not escaped.

      Left.

      They had evaluated the housing arrangement and relocated themselves throughout the house.

      Word apparently spread.

      The guinea pigs began getting out of their cage too.

      Soon they were wandering the house at night on their own schedule, moving from room to room like tenants who had stopped recognizing the landlord.

      For a while, our house had a rodent population that came and went as it pleased.

      We also had a boxer named Clipper.

      Clipper discovered that several gerbils had moved into the living room sofa.

      Down inside it.

      In the stuffing.

      This presented Clipper with a problem.

      He solved it.

      He did not go around the sofa.

      He went through the top.

      We came home one afternoon to a living room that looked as though the furniture had exploded.

      Foam everywhere.

      Fabric torn open.

      Cushions gutted.

      The sofa had been converted into a crime scene.

      Clipper stood nearby, satisfied with the work.

      The gerbil population had been reduced.

      The woods contributed too.

      We lived close enough to them that snakes occasionally found their way into the house through the baseboard heating. Once inside, they discovered that the building contained what amounted to an all-you-can-eat rodent buffet.

      They had no reason to leave.

      Then there was the big one.

      We were coming home from the grocery store. Mariuch was carrying bags up the front walk my father had built, thirteen concrete steps he had poured himself.

      A snake was stretched across them.

      Not a garden snake.

      A giant black rat snake, long enough that memory has assigned it approximately the same number of feet as the staircase had steps.

      Thirteen.

      Was it actually thirteen feet long?

      Probably not.

      Did it look thirteen feet long while it was lying across the only route into the house?

      Absolutely.

      Mariuch froze.

      Grocery bags and all.

      Eventually we got inside.

      The snake disappeared.

      This made things worse.

      A visible snake occupies one location.

      An invisible snake occupies every location.

      Nobody had seen where it went, which meant it could be under the porch, beside the door, inside the wall, behind the heating, or waiting somewhere specifically selected to produce maximum psychological damage.

      For the better part of a week, we behaved as though the house were under siege.

      Eventually the gerbils disappeared too.

      All of them.

      Some through the Habitrail.

      Some into the sofa.

      Some through Clipper.

      Some, presumably, into whatever ecological system had developed inside the walls.

      I do not remember ever formally deciding that the menagerie was over.

      It simply became smaller.

      One animal at a time.

      Until eventually the house belonged mostly to the people again. Mostly.
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          The Menace, Escalated

        

      

    

    
      By middle school I had refined my methods.

      There was a teacher whose name does not need to follow this story around. She wore her hair in a bun that rose from the top of her head with enough architectural commitment that, from certain angles, it looked less like a hairstyle and more like a horn.

      I named her Horn Head.

      I did not keep this name to myself.

      When she turned to write on the board, I would cough and say:

      “Horn Head.”

      She would turn around.

      A classroom full of kids would look back at her.

      Then other kids started doing it too.

      The cough spread.

      “Horn Head.”

      She would turn.

      Nothing.

      Just an entire classroom looking innocent.

      She knew something was happening.

      She could not prove who had done it.

      The gap between what she knew and what she could prove was where we lived.

      Eventually I found a way to continue the operation even when I was not in her classroom.

      The school had bathroom passes.

      I had other plans for them.

      If I was sitting in another teacher’s class, I would raise my hand, get permission to use the bathroom, leave the room, and head toward Horn Head’s classroom.

      I would not go to the bathroom.

      I would position myself outside her open door while she was teaching an entirely different group of students.

      Take a breath.

      “HORN HEAD!”

      And run.

      The corner was everything.

      If I reached it before she reached the doorway, the hallway was empty and I was already on my way back to whatever class I had supposedly left to use the bathroom.

      I did this more than once.

      Then I added another stop.

      The home economics teacher had a verbal tic. She said “taste” constantly. Not in the food-related way you might expect from a home economics teacher, but as a filler word. Other people said “you know.” She said “taste.”

      I noticed.

      Her classroom had cubbies near the entrance that created a blind spot beside the doorway.

      So the bathroom-pass route became:

      Horn Head.

      Run.

      Home economics.

      Wait.

      “TASTE!”

      Run again.

      Eventually the administration reached the surprising conclusion that a student using bathroom passes to sprint through the school screaming things into other classrooms was not participating in the intended program.

      I was caught.

      I was suspended.

      Mariuch was called.

      Mariuch came to school.

      And she defended me.

      She sat across from the principal and argued that I was a good kid, that perhaps the whole thing had been blown somewhat out of proportion, and that the administration might reconsider whatever conclusions it had reached about her son.

      Then we got in the car.

      She said nothing on the way home.

      When we reached the kitchen, Mariuch offered a substantially different analysis.

      She said many things.

      At volume.

      For a considerable period of time.

      The woman who had defended me twenty minutes earlier had apparently reviewed additional evidence during the drive home.

      She was right.

      I was wrong.

      I understood this completely.

      I was also still seeing Horn Head’s face at the exact moment she turned toward the doorway and found nobody there.

      The suspension should have taught me something.

      It did not.

      Around the same period, I made a contribution to the visual culture of the school.

      I drew Spider-Man.

      There was one significant departure from the traditional Marvel rendering.

      I had added an anatomical feature.

      Large.

      Detailed.

      Artistically committed.

      Then I reproduced the drawing.

      Multiple copies.

      I posted them around the school.

      Bulletin boards.

      Walls.

      High-traffic areas.

      I was apparently less interested in avoiding detection than in maximizing circulation.

      The school found them.

      Quickly.

      I was suspended again.

      Mariuch was called again.

      Mariuch came to school again.

      This time I sat outside the principal’s office.

      I do not know exactly what was said inside.

      I know what did not happen.

      She did not defend me.

      When she came through the door, she looked like a woman who had just been shown a drawing of Spider-Man with a substantial anatomical modification and had been required to acknowledge publicly that the artist was her son.

      The ride home was quiet.

      Not the first kind of quiet.

      The first quiet had been the silence before a storm.

      This one was colder.

      More organized.

      Mariuch was choosing her words.

      When she finally spoke, she used four sentences.

      That was all.

      Four sentences covering the drawing, the placement of the drawing, the second suspension, and her assessment of the direction in which my life appeared to be heading.

      Four sentences.

      I never drew another one.

      Not because I had lost the artistic impulse.

      Because Mariuch had discovered something the school had not.

      She also knew how to make a few sentences land.

      The first time, she had given me the full argument.

      The second time, she needed four sentences.

      She knew the difference.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Confirmation
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          The Questions Were Allowed

        

      

    

    
      Father Matteo had married my parents. He had baptized me, given me my First Communion, taught my CCD classes, and been our parish priest for as long as I could remember having a parish at all.

      By the time Confirmation came around at our parish church, he was simply part of the architecture of my life.

      I remember the suit.

      Brown or tan polyester, cheap because cheap was what we could afford, stiff in the shoulders and scratchy around the neck. It was the kind of suit a boy wears because the adults have decided something important is happening and apparently important things require polyester.

      Father Matteo had seen me in considerably less formal circumstances.

      He wasn’t a blood uncle. He didn’t need to be.

      He came to the house. Sometimes he wore the collar. Sometimes he took it off and became just Matteo sitting at the table, talking, drinking coffee, visiting. I liked him better without the collar, not because I liked him less as a priest, but because without it there seemed to be less distance between us.

      He talked to me.

      That was unusual enough that I noticed.

      Adults asked children questions all the time, but most of the questions had correct answers attached to them.

      How is school?

      Fine.

      Are you behaving?

      Yes.

      Do you know what you want to be when you grow up?

      Something respectable, presumably.

      Father Matteo asked questions and then actually waited to hear what I said.

      We talked about God. We talked about the Church. We talked about things I had been taught in CCD and things I wasn’t sure I believed in exactly the way I was supposed to believe them.

      I asked questions.

      He answered them.

      Sometimes the answer was that nobody really knew.

      That was new.

      I had assumed priests knew everything about God. That seemed like part of the job. You went through whatever training turned a regular man into a priest and eventually somebody handed you the answers.

      Father Matteo apparently had not received that particular envelope.

      He told me that the names on the books of the New Testament did not necessarily tell you who had actually written them. Some of them had been written later and attributed to people whose names carried authority.

      “Forged?” I asked.

      He considered that.

      “Sometimes.”

      A priest had just told me parts of the Bible might be forged.

      I waited for lightning.

      Nothing happened.

      He told me the Bible had not simply appeared one day with all the books already arranged in the correct order. People had argued about what belonged in it. Different groups believed different things. Some writings were kept. Others were left out.

      I had questions about that too.

      He seemed pleased.

      That may have been the strangest part.

      Questions did not make him defensive. He did not become louder when I pushed on something. He did not tell me that faith meant shutting up and accepting what I had been given.

      He pushed back.

      Then he let me push back.

      He told me that Jesus had been a Jewish man living in a particular place at a particular time, that the people who followed him were trying to understand things while they were happening, and that the people who came afterward had spent centuries trying to understand them too.

      I remember sitting there thinking that religion suddenly seemed much larger than CCD.

      Messier too.

      I liked that.

      Father Matteo believed in Vatican II. I didn’t understand all of what that meant then. What I understood was that he did not seem afraid of the world outside the church walls. He did not act as though asking a difficult question could damage God.

      That mattered to me.

      He knew canon law.

      Church law.

      I hadn’t known the Church had law.

      That fascinated me. There were rules behind the rules. Arguments. Interpretations. People deciding what words meant and whether they applied and what happened when two ideas ran into each other.

      I asked him about that too.

      He answered.

      There was never any moment when Father Matteo announced that he thought I was smart. He didn’t need to. It was in the way he spoke to me. He didn’t simplify everything before handing it over. He gave me the real question and assumed I could stay with it.

      On Confirmation day I stood there in that cheap brown suit while Father Matteo did what he had done at every other important Catholic moment of my life. He stood nearby while I crossed another line the adults had marked out for me.

      I don’t remember much about the ceremony.

      I remember him.

      I remember that I could ask him something difficult and he would not flinch.

      I remember that “I don’t know” was sometimes an answer.

      I remember that doubt did not frighten him.

      And I remember that whatever I said to him, I never had to brace for the answer.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hoover And My Sister’s Toes
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          A Chore Gone Wrong

        

      

    

    
      The great room had an orange-and-brown shag rug. There may also have been green in it.

      The 1970s were not restrained.

      The room itself was enormous, roughly twenty-six feet by twenty-six feet, sitting above an oversized garage and opening onto the back deck through a sliding glass door.

      The rug covered almost all of it. Nearly an inch of shag, dense enough to swallow coins, crumbs, seeds, pieces of toys, and anything else a household managed to drop into it.

      By then, our house had already survived the menagerie. The rug had the evidence: wood shavings, seeds, dirt, leaves, fragments of things that had once belonged inside cages.

      Once something entered that shag, it did not get dirty. It entered the geological record.

      Vacuuming the great room was one of my chores. We had an old upright Hoover with a large cloth bag hanging from the handle and a beater bar underneath it. Heavy. Loud. Nothing about it suggested gentleness had ever been the goal.

      The Hoover did not glide across the shag. It fought. You pushed. The rug resisted. The machine growled.

      Eventually one of you moved. Usually the Hoover.

      I was vacuuming one afternoon when I saw my sister stretched out on the sofa listening to music. Her bare feet were hanging over the edge.

      I saw the Hoover. I saw her toes. A connection was made.

      It was not a connection that would have been made by a better child.

      There was no experiment. No theory about suction. No careful consideration of what might happen if a rapidly rotating piece of machinery designed to beat dirt out of shag carpeting encountered human toes.

      There was only Reek-ee. A Hoover. And an opportunity.

      I pushed the vacuum toward the sofa. My sister did not move. She was listening to the music, minding her own business, completely unaware that her brother had decided to include her feet in routine household maintenance.

      I ran the Hoover directly over her toes.

      The sound changed.

      So did my sister.

      She screamed and yanked her feet back, but not before the beater bar had introduced itself to every toe it could reach.

      Until that moment, I had never given much thought to what happened underneath a vacuum cleaner. I knew it picked things up. I did not know there was a rapidly rotating brush under there beating the rug into submission. I knew now.

      Apparently the Hoover could not distinguish between orange shag and my sister.

      Her toes turned black and blue almost immediately. I shut off the machine.

      My sister looked at her toes. Then she looked at me.

      I looked at the Hoover. As though perhaps the machine had acted independently.

      That defense did not survive.

      In my defense, I had not intended to injure her. I had intended to annoy her.

      These are very different objectives, although I recognize the distinction offered little comfort to the person whose toes had just been vacuumed.

      She never let me forget it.

      Neither, as it turned out, did the universe.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Karma Meets Reek-Ee’s Toe
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          What Goes Around

        

      

    

    
      A few weeks after I ran the Hoover over my sister’s toes, I was assigned to stain the back deck.

      I do not believe in karma.

      I would like that entered into the record before we continue.

      John Travolta was everywhere, disco was taking over, and every boy my age had long hair and at least one shiny shirt with an enormous pointed collar.

      We thought we looked fantastic.

      Looking back, we looked disgusting. Every one of us looked like we were on our way to a nightclub where no child should have been admitted.

      I possessed the physical confidence of an adult, the judgment of a gerbil, and a deep conviction that instructions were suggestions written for other people.

      The deck came directly off the back of the great room through a sliding glass door. Before I could stain it, everything had to be moved out of the way.

      This included a round redwood picnic table.

      The table was enormous. Whoever built it had access to an entire forest and no particular interest in portability. I cannot prove that it weighed three hundred pounds, but nobody who saw it would have demanded a scale.

      It was not a table you lifted.

      It was a table you negotiated with.

      Somehow, I managed to get it balanced across two corners of the deck railing while I stained underneath it.

      Perfectly balanced.

      I want that entered into evidence too, because getting the table onto the railing was not the mistake. That part was magnificent. The table stayed there for several days while the stain dried. It did not wobble. It did not shift. It remained exactly where Reek-ee had placed it.

      Engineering had occurred.

      Then my parents were coming home, and everything had to be put back.

      The table was still too heavy to lift. This was not new information. The table had not lost weight during the drying process, and I had not become substantially stronger.

      So I began trying to jury-rig a way to get it down.

      The plan was to roll it gradually off the railing and guide it back onto the deck. I would use gravity, balance, and the kind of mathematics a boy performs entirely through confidence.

      I was barefoot.

      There are details that become important only after they can no longer help you.

      I eased one side of the table forward.

      It moved.

      So far, so good.

      I shifted my weight and tried to control the other side.

      The table rolled.

      Then it fell.

      All of it came down directly onto my big toe.

      There was no delay between impact and understanding. My body knew immediately that something terrible had happened and announced this information to the entire neighborhood.

      I screamed.

      I jumped around the deck holding my foot. I screamed for my sister. I screamed for my mother. I screamed things I had not been taught in catechism.

      My sister was inside the great room, approximately twenty feet away, listening to music.

      Loud music.

      The sliding glass door stood between us, but this was still not a large distance. I could see the room. She was right there. I was outside conducting a one-boy emergency involving three hundred pounds of redwood furniture.

      She heard nothing.

      I screamed louder.

      Nothing.

      A few weeks earlier, I had run an upright Hoover over her bare toes.

      Karma, if you believe in it, had excellent timing and access to the stereo.

      Eventually someone reached my mother. I do not remember whether she had been at work or somewhere else, but she had to come home, collect me, and take me to the hospital.

      By then my big toe had swollen to the size of a small eggplant.

      The emergency room doctor examined it and explained that blood was trapped underneath the toenail. The pressure had to be released.

      Then he brought out a drill.

      I had several concerns.

      He positioned the drill over the nail and began drilling directly into my big toe. I watched him do it because apparently looking away was another sensible decision that had escaped me that day. When the drill broke through the nail, the blood came out like a volcano.

      There is no more delicate way to describe it. The pressure had been building underneath there since the table landed, and the doctor had just provided an exit. My toe erupted.

      I screamed again.

      Then I swore at the doctor.

      Loudly.

      The doctor had just drilled through my toenail, so I believed the circumstances allowed for some flexibility in the ordinary rules of hospital conversation.

      Mariuch disagreed.

      She understood that I was in pain. She understood that the procedure was awful. She understood that someone was drilling into her son’s small-eggplant-sized toe while he watched.

      She also understood that I had just sworn at a doctor.

      Compassion and correction arrived together.

      “Reek-ee!”

      That was the hospital warning.

      She did not make a scene. She did not interfere with the doctor. She stayed beside me while he finished, made sure I was all right, and waited until we were back in the car.

      Then came the ride home.

      The ride home was where Mariuch could properly address my language, my judgment, my bare feet, the picnic table, and the larger question of how one child could turn staining a deck into an emergency room procedure. I sat in the passenger seat with my foot bandaged and elevated as much as the car allowed.

      She drove.

      Then she began.

      The doctor had released the pressure from my toe.

      Mariuch handled the rest of it.
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          The Menace, Class Action

        

      

    

    
      In 1978, Animal House came out.

      Animal House did not give me ideas I did not already have. It confirmed that the institution was absurd, the rules were arbitrary, and the proper response was enthusiastic disruption.

      The cafeteria at my high school held perhaps a hundred students at lunch. Long tables. Institutional trays. A smell recognizable without being traceable to any actual food.

      The room was ready. It simply needed permission.

      I gave the permission.

      I stood up. I screamed food fight. Two words, delivered at volume, while standing on or near my chair.

      But here’s the hamburger.

      Before the room responded, I threw a hamburger. Not at another student. At a teacher. This was not an accident. I identified him, calculated the distance, which was approximately a hundred feet, wound up, and threw with everything I had.

      It hit him in the face.

      I can still see it. The hamburger making contact, and then the slow, almost elegant process of a hamburger sliding down a human face, leaving behind it a trail of ketchup and mustard and whatever else was on that hamburger, the teacher’s expression going through several distinct phases (surprise, recognition, something that was either fury or disbelief or both) while the hamburger completed its journey and landed somewhere around his chin.

      Then the room erupted.

      A hundred students and their lunches, all at once. French fries in the air. Ketchup in trajectories that suggested genuine commitment to range and coverage. Hamburgers. Whatever the hot item was that day. The walls, ceiling, floor, and teachers were all equally valid targets.

      It was magnificent.

      The food fights continued for months.

      I would stand up and say the word, and the cafeteria would respond as though it were the first time, with the same willingness to sacrifice whatever was on their trays to the cause.

      The administration began with warnings, then detentions, then suspensions distributed broadly across the student body. By then the food fights had developed an enthusiasm independent of my involvement.

      I was eventually identified as the origin of the tradition, which surprised no one, least of all the teacher I had hit. He watched me carefully after that. I could appreciate his position without entirely relinquishing my pride in the throw.

      Mariuch was called. Mariuch came. By this point you understand what was waiting for me at home. The speech. The kitchen. The four sentences or their moral equivalent.

      What I will say is this: she came to that school and she sat in that office and somewhere in that conversation, before she turned into the version of herself that was waiting for me in the kitchen, she asked the teacher, the one I had hit with the hamburger, who was presumably present for this meeting, to describe exactly what had happened.

      He described it. The throw. The distance. The accuracy. The hamburger’s descent.

      My mother said nothing for a moment.

      Then she said: a hundred feet?

      He said yes, approximately.

      She said nothing else about that part. She moved on. She was Mariuch, and she had come to this school with a purpose, and she was not going to be derailed by the small involuntary thing that had just happened in her face, which was not quite a smile and which she did not allow to become one.

      But I saw it. I was watching for it. I knew her face better than anyone in that room.

      A hundred feet.

      Yeah.
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          Proof I Could Build Something

        

      

    

    
      I bought my first car before I could legally drive it.

      I’d been washing dishes at a seafood restaurant in town for years. Pot scrubbing, plate stacking, getting yelled at over the sound of the dish machine, and virtually every dollar of it went straight into a shoebox instead of anywhere a kid is supposed to spend money.

      I walked into the dealership like it was Christmas morning, because I knew exactly what I was there to do.

      The salesman didn’t even look up. Heavyset, rumpled, cigarette going, an ashtray that hadn’t been emptied since some earlier geological era. I stood there a while. He kept writing. Eventually he looked up, looked me over, and went back to whatever he’d been doing. I wasn’t a customer as far as he was concerned. I was a kid who’d wandered in off the street.

      I wandered around the showroom by myself and looked at a silver Honda Civic while he ignored me some more. Eventually he came over. Not because he wanted to help me. Because I wasn’t leaving.

      He looked at the car, looked at me, and said, “How are you going to pay for that, little man?”

      I smiled.

      “Cash, old man.”

      Then I reached into my pocket and started laying hundred-dollar bills on the hood of the car, one at a time. One. Two. Three. By the time I hit thirty he had stopped smiling.

      Brand-new 1979 Honda Civic. Black cloth interior. Three miles on it. We never even test-drove it. He just wrote up the paperwork. My mother drove it home that afternoon because I still couldn’t legally drive it myself.

      Then I waited.

      When I thought I was eligible, I went to the DMV. Late afternoon, the office nearly closed. The clerk looked hard at the date on my application. I waited.

      She issued the license.
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          A Lesson in First Gear

        

      

    

    
      Before I got that license, Mariuch decided to teach me how to drive the Civic.

      I did not yet have a license, but I had the car, which seemed like the more important half of the arrangement.

      Driving it remained a developing skill.

      The Civic had a manual transmission, which meant it required coordination between the clutch, the accelerator, the gearshift, and the person operating all three. I possessed several of these things.

      What I lacked was any understanding of how they were supposed to work together.

      One afternoon, Mariuch and I drove to a church in town for a memorial Mass for Nonno Sal.

      He had already been gone for some time. This was not his funeral. Our family had Masses said for him periodically after his death, which was what Catholic families did. You prayed for the dead because death did not remove someone from the family. It simply changed where they sat.

      The church itself was not the one we usually attended.

      When we arrived, the parking lot was empty.

      Completely empty.

      Mariuch looked at the church.

      I looked at the parking lot.

      We had come early, or we had the wrong time, or possibly the wrong day. All three were reasonable possibilities in our family.

      We waited.

      Then Mariuch looked at the Civic.

      “You wanna learn?”

      There are questions that do not require careful consideration.

      “Yes.”

      We switched seats.

      This was how my mother taught things. There was no preliminary lecture. No explanation of automotive engineering. No discussion of torque, friction points, or mechanical sympathy.

      Clutch in.

      First gear.

      Give it a little gas.

      Let the clutch out slowly. I let it out quickly.

      The Civic jumped forward like it had been struck from behind and stalled.

      Mariuch laughed.

      She laughed at me. I started laughing too.

      I restarted the car.

      Clutch in. First gear. A little gas.

      Slowly this time.

      The Civic jumped again.

      Stalled again.

      Mariuch laughed harder.

      I tried again.

      The car lurched forward, stopped, and threw both of us toward the windshield. We came back against the seats laughing so hard that I could barely reach the key.

      This continued.

      Start. Jump.

      Stall. Laugh.

      Start. Jump.

      Stall.

      Laugh harder.

      Every few attempts, I managed to keep the engine running long enough to move several yards across the parking lot. Then I would become excited by the success, forget everything Mariuch had just told me, and stall again.

      We were making progress.

      Not automotive progress. Geographical progress.

      Each attempt carried us a little farther around the church. The building blocked our view of the other side of the lot, but we had no reason to care. The lot was empty. The Mass had not started. We had time.

      Besides, I was driving.

      Technically.

      We worked our way along the side of the church, the Civic bucking forward in short, violent bursts. If anyone had been watching, it would have looked less like a driving lesson and more like two people attempting to escape in a car that strongly objected to leaving.

      Mariuch could no longer speak.

      Every time she tried to tell me what to do, she started laughing again. I was laughing too hard to follow instructions I could not hear.

      The Civic jerked around the final corner of the building.

      Then the facts changed.

      The lot was full.

      Not filling. Full.

      Every car in the family was parked on the other side of the church.

      The entrance was there too.

      What we had thought was the back of the church was the front. The empty parking lot was not evidence that we were early. It was evidence that we had parked on the wrong side of the building.

      The Mass had started.

      Nonno Sal’s memorial Mass.

      The entire family was already inside.

      His daughter and his grandson, his direct descendants, were nowhere to be found because they were behind the church laughing their asses off in a stalling Honda Civic.

      We stopped laughing.

      I parked the car.

      This part went surprisingly well.

      Mariuch and I got out and walked toward the church with the specific speed of people who are late but do not want to appear to be rushing, because rushing would confirm that they are late.

      We opened the door quietly.

      Catholic churches are designed to amplify guilt.

      The door made a sound.

      Every head that needed to turn, turned.

      We attempted to slip into a pew without attracting attention. This is not possible in an Italian family. An Italian family can detect the late arrival of two relatives during prayer without interrupting the prayer. The eyes move. The heads tilt. Information travels silently from one end of the church to the other.

      They had seen us.

      Nobody said anything. Nobody needed to.

      Nonno Sal’s daughter and grandson had arrived for his memorial Mass after everyone else.

      We took our places.

      The laughter was gone.

      Twenty minutes earlier, Mariuch had been doubled over in the passenger seat while I launched the Civic across an empty parking lot six feet at a time. Now she knelt beside me, head bowed, hands folded.

      I knelt beside her.

      The Mass continued.

      Afterward, the family drove to St. John Cemetery, about half a mile away.

      Nonno Sal was buried there with the family. The plot had been purchased by my great-grandfather, a man I never knew. One large headstone carried the family name. Around it were individual markers belonging to people who had arrived before any of us, some reaching back into the 1800s.

      The names continued across generations.

      People who had crossed an ocean. People who had built lives in Millhaven. People who had cooked in kitchens downstairs, grown tomatoes, made wine, raised children, buried parents, and eventually taken their own place beneath the same ground.

      Nonno Sal was there.

      The man whose hand I could still feel against my face. The man who called me Reek-ee. The man who could fit an entire philosophy into one syllable.

      Eh?

      We stood at his grave and paid our respects.

      I will be buried in that family plot someday. My name will join the others beneath the large stone my great-grandfather bought before I was born. The family was saving a place for me before I ever asked for one.

      I go back now sometimes.

      There is no memorial Mass. No family procession. No kid fighting a clutch in the parking lot.

      Just me.

      I bring what I need. Water. Brushes. Something to kneel on. I clear away the dirt and the growth and clean the headstones one at a time.

      The names emerge again.

      My great-grandfather. The people who came after him.

      Nonno Sal.

      I work until the stone is clean. Then I stand there for a while.

      The first time Mariuch took me, I arrived late.

      I know the way now.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Night I Burned Down The House
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          Flaming Underwear

        

      

    

    
      My parents were going away for the weekend. They were in Rhode Island buying a summer house.

      This was exciting because it meant two things. First, they were leaving. Second, my sister and I were temporarily unsupervised.

      Before they left, my parents gave us instructions. The usual things.

      Don’t kill each other. Don’t destroy the house. Don’t do anything stupid.

      Then my father added:

      “Don’t call unless you burn down the house.”

      This turned out to be poor phrasing.

      It was a Saturday night in late October. My sister had a friend over. We were downstairs in the family room looking through yearbooks and waiting for Saturday Night Live.

      At some point I went upstairs to my bedroom to get something. A yearbook, I think.

      I grabbed it and came back downstairs.

      Unbeknownst to me, I knocked over the lamp on my nightstand. The lamp fell onto the bed. The bulb was hot. The blanket was flammable.

      And somewhere upstairs, completely unnoticed by all of us, my bedroom began its transformation into a barbecue pit.

      Downstairs, life was good.

      Then it started getting warm. Very warm.

      Now, keep in mind this was Connecticut.

      It was the end of October. People were carving pumpkins.

      Nobody should have been overheating. Yet somehow the house felt hotter and hotter.

      Naturally, we reached the only logical conclusion. The air conditioner wasn’t working.

      So we turned it on.

      A giant air conditioner. The kind that sounded like a jet engine preparing for takeoff.

      We adjusted it. We turned it down. We discussed whether it was working properly. At no point did anyone suggest that the second floor might be on fire. The family room cooled off nicely. The second floor remained fully committed to combustion.

      Eventually I went upstairs.

      I don’t remember why.

      I remember opening the bedroom door. I remember smoke. I remember flames. I remember a moment of complete disbelief.

      Then I did what any responsible young man would do.

      I screamed.

      “FIRE!”

      And ran out of the house.

      Barefoot.

      Our driveway was gravel. Large gravel. The kind specifically designed to make running barefoot feel like a poor life choice.

      I sprinted toward the neighbor’s house.

      Halfway there I remembered something.

      I had a sister. She was still inside the burning house.

      This seemed important.

      So I turned around and ran back.

      I informed her and her friend that the house was on fire. Then all three of us ran to the neighbors.

      The neighbors called the fire department.

      Soon the driveway was full of fire trucks.

      The fire chief arrived. Everybody knew the fire chief.

      This was not some anonymous fire chief. His sons played baseball for my father. We bought hamburgers from him. We bought ice cream from him.

      Now I was asking him to call my father and explain that I had burned down the house. The problem was that my parents didn’t have a telephone. They were staying next door to the house they planned to buy in Rhode Island.

      Which meant somebody had to call the neighbors. The neighbors had to wake up my parents. Then my parents had to come next door. Then somebody had to explain what happened.

      I was not volunteering. No chance.

      The fire chief looked less than thrilled. Eventually he got my father on the line.

      “Rob,” he said, “you’re not gonna believe this.”

      A pause.

      “They burned down the house.”

      That was essentially the entire conversation.

      Meanwhile, firefighters were busy saving what remained of my bedroom. At one point they started throwing burning objects out the second-story window.

      My clothes. My books. My underwear.

      Nothing improves your standing in a small town quite like watching your flaming underwear launched into the front yard by public servants. I distinctly remember standing there thinking this was probably not a good sign.

      Everything I owned was gone.

      The mattress was gone. The mattress looked like a giant piece of charcoal. Not a mattress that had burned. A mattress that had become charcoal.

      The fire was eventually extinguished. The house survived.

      Technically.

      The smoke damage was unbelievable. The water damage was unbelievable. The entire place looked like it had lost a war.

      The fire chief surveyed the destruction.

      We asked him what we should do.

      He thought for a moment.

      “If I were you,” he said, “I’d get some paper towels and start cleaning up.”

      I looked around. The house had suffered a catastrophic structural disagreement with fire. Paper towels felt optimistic.

      We spent the night at my sister’s friend’s house.

      My parents did not immediately return.

      This remains one of the greatest surprises of my childhood.

      They stayed in Rhode Island. For four days.

      Apparently once your children have successfully burned down the house, there is no longer any urgency.

      When my parents came home, Mariuch went to see the house.

      She looked around. Looked at me. Shook her head.

      “Oobatz,” she said.

      Crazy.

      Then she added:

      “Ma che sei Stunad?”

      Are you an idiot?

      I did not feel the need to ask for clarification. After all, they had only asked us not to call unless we burned down the house.

      And somehow, that was exactly what I did.

      Eventually insurance got involved.

      We moved into an inn in a nearby city. For twelve glorious weeks.

      Most people would describe this as a disaster. I described it as a vacation. The moment I saw the indoor pool, my attitude toward the entire fire improved dramatically. I missed approximately forty-five days of school. I spent most of my time floating around the pool.

      Meanwhile, rumors spread through town that we had died in the fire.

      People were offering condolences. People were telling stories about us. People were speaking of us in the past tense.

      And there we were.

      Alive. Swimming. Eating hotel food. Having the time of our lives.

      The best part was that despite missing all that school, I still pulled a 4.0 that semester. Which remains one of my more irritating accomplishments.
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          The Bank in the Recliner

        

      

    

    
      Mariuch hid things. Roberto threw things away. This arrangement had existed for years.

      My father hated my mother’s smoking. The whole house smelled like an ashtray because Mariuch smoked everywhere, and the ash accumulated in trays on every available surface like sediment recording the progress of the day. Mariuch had a system: when she heard Roberto’s car in the driveway, she took the ashtray and hid it under the sofa.

      Under the sofa.

      Not emptied, not washed, not moved outside. Hidden. This never worked. Roberto would come through the door, smell approximately three packs of Carlton cigarettes suspended in the atmosphere, find the ashtray, carry it outside, and throw the entire thing into the woods. Mariuch would get another one.

      She smoked. He came home. The ashtray went under the sofa. He found it. The ashtray went into the woods. This continued for years, and neither of them ever seemed to consider changing the system. It was, in its way, as stable as anything else in that house.

      This history should have suggested that hiding ten thousand dollars inside something Roberto regularly used was not an ideal financial strategy. It did not.

      My parents did not trust banks. This was not merely a personal opinion; it was an immigrant philosophy. Banks lost money. Banks failed. Banks asked questions. Banks were where other people kept their money. My parents kept theirs where God intended it to be kept: somewhere in the house where absolutely nobody could find it, occasionally including the people who lived there.

      At some point, Mariuch accumulated ten thousand dollars in cash. Not in a savings account or a safe-deposit box. Not even in a coffee can, which at least has the dignity of being an established Italian financial institution. She put it in an old bag and hid the bag inside my father’s recliner, behind a flap of fabric where the footrest folded out. She did not tell Roberto. This was significant.

      My father had many wonderful qualities. Curiosity about unidentified household objects was not among them. One evening he came home from work, ate dinner, sat in his recliner, and discovered the bag.

      Now, if you or I found a mysterious bag hidden inside a piece of furniture, we might investigate. We might open it, ask whose it was, or think back over the many years in which our wife had demonstrated a documented tendency to hide things rather than dispose of them.

      Roberto followed precedent.

      “What the hell is this?”

      Out it went. He did not open it, look inside, or ask Mariuch. He threw the whole bag in the garbage and considered the matter closed. He had spent years discovering things his wife had hidden and removing them from the house.

      Ashtray. Woods. Bag. Garbage.

      The system worked.

      For several days, everyone lived happily. Then Mariuch needed some money (a hundred dollars, two hundred, I don’t remember exactly) and went to the recliner. The recliner had no money. She checked again. Still no money.

      Then came the sound. There are noises that announce disaster before language catches up: a gasp, a scream, a single Italian curse launched from another room with sufficient force that every person in the house immediately understands something terrible has happened.

      “The money!”

      The bag in the recliner had gone to the garbage. The garbage had gone to the dump. And ten thousand dollars had apparently gone with it. For my parents, that was an enormous amount of money. This was not money they had lying around. Except, technically, it had been lying around inside a chair.

      My father came home. Mariuch was waiting. There are arguments in which two people disagree about what should happen next. This was not one of those arguments. Mariuch explained what had been in the bag. Roberto explained that he had thrown the bag away. Mariuch explained that she already understood that portion of the story.

      Then she issued the ruling.

      “Go get it.”

      My father pointed out that the garbage had already been collected.

      “Go get it.”

      He explained that it had been taken to the dump and was probably underneath several tons of other people’s garbage.

      “Go get it.”

      He may have mentioned that locating one particular bag in a municipal dump was not a realistic objective. This introduced no new information useful to the court.

      “Go get it.”

      So Roberto went to the dump. In my memory, the place was less a location than an apocalypse: mountains of garbage, seagulls, mud, broken furniture, bags piled on bags piled on things nobody wanted to identify. Somewhere in all of it was ten thousand dollars belonging to Mariuch.

      My father searched for hours, bag after bag, pile after pile, through garbage belonging to hundreds of families, possibly thousands. This was a man who had spent years finding ashtrays under a sofa and throwing them into the woods without hesitation. Now he was excavating a landfill because his wife had hidden ten thousand dollars inside his chair and neglected to mention it.

      Marriage is complicated.

      And then, impossibly, he found it. I have no idea how. To this day I regard the recovery as a miracle insufficiently recognized by the major religions. He opened the bag. Ten thousand dollars was still there. Every dollar.

      Roberto came home smelling exactly like a man who had spent several hours digging through a municipal dump, because he had. He was dirty, exhausted, covered in substances nobody wished to identify, and carrying ten thousand dollars.

      Mariuch took the bag and counted the money, once and probably twice. When she confirmed it was all there, life returned immediately to normal. No celebration. No parade. No formal acknowledgment that Roberto had just located one particular garbage bag inside an entire Connecticut landfill.

      The money was back. That was the important thing. Mariuch hid it somewhere else. I do not know where. Roberto, wisely, did not ask. And somewhere in the woods behind the house, several old ashtrays remained the only available evidence that any of this should have been foreseeable.
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          When Nobody Is Coming With You

        

      

    

    
      I had four hours and eighteen minutes of instruction when my flight instructor climbed out of the plane on the runway and told me to go do it myself. He shut the door. I taxied to the end of the runway alone. Even I knew four hours and eighteen minutes was not a lot.

      Then I took off.

      The world went silent. Not literally (an engine was still running six inches from my knee), but everything that usually crowds into a cockpit went quiet all at once. No instructor’s voice in the headset. No hand ready to take the yoke if I did something wrong.

      There is a specific feeling to leaving the ground when nobody is coming with you. The wheels let go of the runway and something else lets go too. Whatever had been sitting on my chest that week, that year, stayed down there on the pavement. I was not tied to any of it anymore. Not to the ground. Not to anything.

      Connecticut fell away underneath me, and for as long as I was up there, nothing on it could reach me.

      I came around for the first landing and greased it. Smooth, controlled, exactly the way you’re supposed to.

      The second one thumped.

      The third one, I bounced three times before the wheels finally decided to stay down.

      Nobody in the tower said anything about any of it. Nobody needed to. I taxied back in, having just flown an airplane by myself for the first time in my life.
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          A Room Nobody Else Knew Was a Room

        

      

    

    
      I had a room nobody else knew was a room.

      Technically it was a closet, walk-in, attached to my bedroom. Winter coats crowded one side, shoe boxes stacked on the other. To anyone else in the house it was storage. To me it was the only place in Weldon that belonged to nobody but me.

      I went there when the house got too loud. I went there when my father was angry. I went there when I wanted to disappear without actually disappearing, which is a different thing than hiding, and I knew the difference even then.

      The door stayed pulled almost shut. Not all the way. Just enough that a thin blade of light cut across the carpet, and I’d sit with my back against the wall underneath my hanging shirts and listen to the ordinary sounds of an ordinary house going on without me. A television somewhere. A door closing. Water running through the pipes.

      I kept my room perfect. Bed made. Desk clean. Nothing out of place, nothing that might make someone stop and ask a question I didn’t have an answer for. I wanted anyone who walked in to see exactly what they expected to see. The good kid. The funny one. The one who was always fine.

      They can never know.

      That thought showed up the way weather shows up, certain, the way you know it’s going to rain before you feel the first drop.

      I had a date in my head: my next birthday, one month away.

      It wasn’t a threat. It wasn’t a cry for anyone to hear. It was closer to a plan. A quiet, private solution to a problem I didn’t have any other way to solve.

      The thought should have scared me. Instead it made me tired.

      So tired.

      The kid throwing the hamburger a hundred feet. The kid screaming Horn Head down a hallway and sprinting for the corner before anyone could catch him. The kid who burned down a house and turned it into twelve weeks at a hotel with a pool. Every one of those kids is real. I was all of them.

      I was also this one, sitting in a closet with the door pulled almost shut, keeping a room perfectly clean so nobody would ever have a reason to look closer.

      I’m telling you because he’s in every other chapter of this book, laughing, and I thought you should know he was there.
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          The Door Closed Behind Me

        

      

    

    
      I came out before I met David.

      There was no grand plan for it. No speech written in advance. No moment where I stood in front of a mirror and decided that today I would change the rest of my life.

      I just got tired of lying.

      That was what it felt like by then. Lying by omission. Lying by answering questions carefully. Lying by allowing people to assume things because correcting them seemed harder than carrying the assumption.

      I knew what I was.

      I also knew what my family thought about what I was.

      Those two facts had been living beside each other for a long time.

      Eventually they collided.

      I told my mother.

      I don’t remember the exact sentence. I wish I did. Memory keeps strange things and throws away others. I remember where I was. I remember her face. I remember the feeling immediately after the words were out, the strange combination of terror and relief that comes when something can no longer be taken back.

      I’m gay.

      Whatever words I used, that was what I said.

      My father’s reaction was almost nothing.

      “So what?”

      That was it.

      For a man who could turn almost anything into an argument, this apparently required no argument at all.

      My father took us to St. Croix on vacation. He wasn’t trying to fix me. He was trying to fix the family.

      I wore swim trunks, the kind swimmers wear. My mother made fun of them. She saw them as gay.

      My mother was different.

      She cried. She got angry. She asked questions I could not answer in a way that would make the answer better for her.

      Then she said something I have never forgotten.

      She told me it would have been easier for her if I said I had cancer.

      I understood cancer. Cancer was something that happened to you. People gathered around. They brought food. They prayed. Nobody asked what you had done to become sick.

      This was different.

      This, apparently, was me.

      Eventually the conversation at home became simpler.

      If I was going to live in my mother’s house, I was going to live by her rules.

      Those rules did not include being gay.

      She gave me a choice.

      Stay and live the way she wanted me to live.

      Or leave.

      I left.
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          Not Someday. Then.

        

      

    

    
      I lived out of my car that summer.

      A rest stop, mostly. I don’t remember choosing it so much as ending up there and staying because it worked. A place to park. A bathroom. Nobody asking questions.

      Here’s what this wasn’t. It wasn’t a low point I dramatized to myself at the time, and it isn’t one I’m going to dramatize now. It was logistics. Where I slept. Where I washed up. What I did the next day, and the day after that.

      I kept my clothes in the car. I learned how to make a small space hold what I needed. I learned which places were quiet enough to sleep and which places weren’t. I learned how to wake up, wash up, get dressed, and go do whatever came next.

      That was the rhythm of it.

      Sleep.

      Get up.

      Keep going.

      I didn’t have a family anymore. Not the one I’d grown up with.

      I decided I would build one.

      Not someday. Then.

      However long it took, I wasn’t going to spend the rest of my life waiting for the people who had already told me who I couldn’t be.
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          Fun Times

        

      

    

    
      Back then there was no app for this. No website. No way to find another person like yourself without leaving a paper trail in the physical world and hoping nobody you knew ever found it.

      By then I had a dorm room. I rented a mailbox at a forgettable little shop and placed a classified ad in the back of a local paper. Young guy, five-ten, a hundred and sixty pounds, considered good-looking, seeking someone my own age for fun times. “Fun times” was doing a lot of work in that ad.

      The responses came in. I’d drive to the mailbox, collect the letters, read them sitting in my car, pick out a few possibilities, and write the names and numbers down on a notepad in handwriting I pressed hard enough to leave a groove. Then I’d destroy the letters, because evidence was still something I thought about the same way I had in that closet.

      Then the top sheet of the notepad disappeared.

      I came back to my dorm desk one day and it was just gone. Someone had thrown it away. Possibly me, in a fit of the same paranoia that had kept me destroying letters in the first place.

      I was resourceful, so I found a soft pencil, laid a thin sheet of paper over the blank page underneath where I’d written, and rubbed the pencil back and forth across it until one name and one phone number came up like a ghost.

      I called. He was on vacation. I left a message with his mother, who later told him she’d assumed I was around forty, because I’ve always had a voice that belongs on late-night radio and not in a college dormitory.

      Nothing happened for a while. Then one day he called.

      His letter had said fun times meant eating M&M’s and drinking orange juice in a park late at night. So that’s exactly what we did.

      March 31st. Eight o’clock. We showed up at the same time.

      His name was David. Eighteen years old. Long dark hair, the kind of good-looking that only exists at eighteen. We spread out a blanket under the stars, opened the candy, poured the juice, and talked for hours about nothing in particular, which is the only kind of conversation that actually tells you anything about a person.

      Eventually we ended up in the back of my car, under the hatchback. A police cruiser pulled up. The officer shone his light directly at us.

      He saw exactly what he was looking at.

      He smiled, and drove away.

      I drove David back to his dorm that night and drove myself back to campus unable to stop smiling. I wanted to see him again as soon as I possibly could: the next day, if I could manage it. I didn’t have a word yet for what I was feeling. I only knew I’d never felt it before.

      Years later I’d understand what that night actually was. I’d just met the first person I would ever love.

      I adored him. He adored me.

      We expected to grow old together. I cannot remember when that became understood between us. Somewhere along the way, the future had acquired his face. Whatever happened, however much we changed, David would be there, getting older beside me.

      M&M’s. Orange juice.

      We had started with so little. We had everything.
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          No Lessons Required

        

      

    

    
      I decided I would learn to ski by deciding I already knew how.

      Confidence arrived well before supporting evidence and usually refused to wait for it.

      I bought skis.

      I bought boots.

      I bought poles.

      I did not buy a lesson.

      The equipment was brand-new. I looked like a skier. Apparently that was enough for me.

      I drove to a mountain a few hours away, put on everything I had purchased, and got on the lift.

      Nobody stopped me.

      There should have been someone near the bottom of the mountain whose only job was to ask one question.

      “Do you know how to stop?”

      There was not.

      I rode to the top.

      On the way up, I watched people skiing beneath me. They moved from one side of the trail to the other. Some brought the tips of their skis together and made a wedge. Others turned sharply and sent up a spray of snow.

      I had no idea why they were doing any of this.

      I did not know what a snowplow was.

      I had heard the word, of course. I assumed it referred to a truck.

      At the top of the mountain, I got off the lift and looked down.

      This was the complete instructional portion of the afternoon.

      “I can do this.”

      Then I pushed off.

      For the first few seconds, I was right.

      I was upright.

      I was moving.

      I was skiing.

      The mountain went down.

      So did I.

      I did not turn. I did not weave. I went straight down the trail the way a marble goes down a chute, gaining speed because nothing I was doing had any relationship to control.

      Ten miles an hour.

      Twenty.

      Thirty.

      The skis began to chatter against the snow. The wind hit my face. People ahead of me grew larger at a rate that suggested decisions would soon be required.

      I had no decisions available.

      Turning would have helped.

      Stopping would have been better.

      I could do neither.

      Other skiers moved out of my way. Some did this calmly. Others displayed a level of urgency that seemed excessive until I remembered I was approaching them from behind at increasing speed with two poles and no plan.

      I passed children.

      I passed adults.

      I passed people who had started down the mountain well before I did and had made the mistake of learning how to ski properly.

      The bottom of the trail came into view.

      I was still accelerating.

      I passed the lift area.

      I passed the people waiting to go up.

      I passed the ticket booth, where people were buying access to the mountain I was in the process of leaving.

      I passed the boundary of the resort itself.

      Then the snow ended.

      The parking lot began.

      Skis are designed to move across snow.

      Pavement has other ideas.

      My skis hit the parking lot and stopped immediately.

      I continued.

      For one brief moment, I achieved flight.

      Then I landed.

      I lay in the parking lot wearing brand-new skis, brand-new boots, and the remains of my original confidence while people looked at me from the lift line.

      I had traveled from the top of the mountain to the parking lot without making a single turn.

      I never skied again.

      Years later, I would try rollerblades.
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          Take It or Leave It

        

      

    

    
      After I came out, my mother sent me to a therapist. Two blocks from Play Land.

      I walked in expecting to be told what was wrong with me. That was the whole point of going. Somebody was finally going to explain it, fix it, give my mother the answer she needed.

      He didn’t.

      He told her there was nothing wrong with me at all.

      I watched that land on her face. It was not the relief she’d been hoping for.

      When the therapist didn’t work, she sent me to Father Matteo.

      I called him on the phone. He didn’t need to think about it.

      “So what,” he said. “Love is love.”

      Once David and I were living in Kingsford, my father drove up with a live Christmas tree and carried it inside without much ceremony. My mother wasn’t there. He didn’t say anything about that, and he didn’t need to.

      At my sister’s wedding, I brought a girlfriend.

      She was not my girlfriend.

      She was there because I had been told I needed to bring her. A family wedding required photographs, introductions, dancing, and a version of the family that could be presented without explanation. Arriving alone might have produced questions. Arriving with a man would have produced something worse.

      So I brought a woman and helped everyone lie.

      I smiled. I introduced her. I stood beside her in the photographs and allowed people to believe what they wanted to believe.

      The performance worked.

      That was the problem.

      By then, I had become very good at managing the story. I knew what people needed to see and how to give it to them. I knew how to answer without answering. I knew how to let an assumption remain in the room because correcting it would cost more than carrying it.

      At my sister’s wedding, I finally understood what that arrangement required of me.

      It required me to disappear so everyone else could remain comfortable.

      I had already spent too many years doing that.

      I had already sat inside a closet with the door pulled almost shut, keeping my room perfect so nobody would have a reason to look more closely. Now I was standing at a wedding beside a woman I did not love, maintaining another perfect room for everyone around me.

      Nothing was out of place.

      Except me.

      I decided I would never do it again.

      My sister never asked me to stop pretending. What happened at her wedding was exactly what she expected, and nothing afterward changed that.

      About a year later, I was sitting in my grandmother’s living room. We were having an ordinary conversation about nothing in particular, and somewhere in the middle of it I said, “I’m gay.”

      She looked at me for a moment. Then she asked if that meant I took it up the ass. This was apparently the information she required.

      There was no outrage. No crisis. No lecture about what this meant for the family. My grandmother was simply curious about the mechanics. Whatever answer I gave her satisfied the inquiry, because we moved on.

      Not long after that, I put my foot down with my mother.

      Years earlier, she had given me a choice. I could remain in her home and live according to her rules, or I could leave.

      I had left.

      Now the choice belonged to her.

      “You can love me for who I am, or you can decide not to. If you decide you cannot, I will accept that. But I will not lie anymore. I will not pretend to be someone else, and I will not remain in your life if that is what being in your life requires.”

      There would be no more counseling intended to change me. No more carefully constructed answers. No more women brought to weddings so that the photographs would tell the acceptable story.

      “This is who I am. Take it or leave it.”

      There was nothing left to negotiate.

      She took it.

      Not right away. But she took it.

      She stayed.
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          Dinner Under Pressure

        

      

    

    
      I was making steak, corn, and baked potatoes. The steak had been marinating for hours in oil, ginger, soy sauce, and Italian seasoning. The corn was still in the husk, ready for six minutes in the microwave. The potatoes had been washed and placed in a four-hundred-degree oven.

      I knew what I was doing. Except with the potatoes.

      We baked potatoes in my family; we just never dropped a whole naked one into a four-hundred-degree oven and walked away. Ours were cut, oiled, rubbed with garlic and rosemary. They received attention. These got washed. I had watched people make American baked potatoes (wash them, scrub them, put them in the oven) and I had missed one small step.

      I went to the bathroom. While I was in there, I heard two gunshots, close together. I decided they were unrelated to the potatoes.

      Back in the kitchen, I cooked the steak, microwaved the corn, and brought everything together at exactly the same time. The steak rested. The corn was buttered. The plates were ready. All I needed were the potatoes.

      I opened the oven.

      There were no potatoes.

      I asked David if he had taken them out. He had not. I looked again. Still no potatoes. For several seconds, I considered whether someone had entered our home, opened a four-hundred-degree oven, stolen two baked potatoes, and left everything else untouched.

      It was not my strongest theory.

      Then I noticed something on the oven wall.

      Potato.

      There was potato on the racks, potato on the door, potato across the back of the oven. The potatoes had not been stolen.

      They had detonated.

      Two potatoes. Two gunshots. The case was closed.

      We had instant.
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          Current Events

        

      

    

    
      We had an invisible fence installed to keep the dogs from roaming. The system was simple: a wire was buried around the perimeter of the yard, and each dog wore a collar that produced a warning sound near the boundary and a small electric shock if the warning was ignored.

      Small, according to the man who installed it. Safe, according to the brochure. Humane, according to everyone who was not going to wear it.

      I wanted to know what “small” meant. This was not an unreasonable question. We were about to fasten an electrical device around the neck of an animal we loved, and I was not prepared to rely entirely on a brochure containing a photograph of a golden retriever smiling beside a flower bed. The dog in the photograph had not written the brochure.

      There was only one responsible thing to do.

      I put the collar on myself.

      David watched from the yard. He did not try to stop me, either because he understood the importance of the experiment or because he had lived with me long enough to recognize the point at which intervention was no longer possible. The collar fit. That should not have been encouraging.

      The proper way to test an invisible fence would have been to approach the boundary slowly, listen for the warning, move forward slightly, determine the strength of the correction, and stop. That would have produced useful information. It would not, however, have reproduced the actual experience of a dog escaping the yard. A dog would see a squirrel, abandon every relationship it had ever valued, and run.

      The test needed to be realistic.

      I walked to the center of the yard. David remained where he was, presumably expecting some degree of caution.

      I ran at it full speed.

      There was a warning sound, briefly. Then the collar fired and my entire body received the message at once. I stopped so abruptly that several parts of me attempted to continue without authorization. My arms came up, my legs changed direction, and a sound came out of me that had not been approved in advance.

      David screamed before I did.

      For one astonishing second, I understood the invisible fence exactly as a dog understood it. There was no wire, no visible obstacle, only a portion of the yard where God had suddenly become furious.

      I had wanted to know whether the collar worked.

      It worked.

      I had wanted to know whether a dog could run through the shock. I could not. David stood staring at me, caught between genuine concern and the knowledge that he had just watched a grown man put on a dog collar and charge an underground electrical wire at full speed. Then he started laughing. I started laughing too, although my neck continued to disagree with the general mood.

      The merchandise had been tested. I did not leave the yard.

      Having established that electricity could stop me from leaving the yard, I went inside and decided to work with more of it.

      We had bought a new kitchen table, and I wanted to replace the light fixture above it. This appeared to be a manageable project. A light fixture was not an electrical system; it was a decorative object with a few wires coming out of it. Remove the old one. Connect the new one. Restore power. Stand beneath it and accept praise. People did this themselves all the time. Some of those people probably knew how.

      The light was controlled by two switches, one at each entrance to the kitchen. This is called a three-way switch, which should have alerted me immediately that electricity had already begun withholding information. I did not understand the system, but I understood switches. Up meant on. Down meant off. There were two switches. I turned one off, and the light went out.

      This satisfied me.

      I did not go to the electrical panel and shut off the circuit breaker. That would have required identifying the correct breaker, walking back to the kitchen, checking the light, and possibly involving another person. I had already turned off the light.

      Why turn something off twice?

      I placed my tools on the new kitchen table and climbed onto it. The table was positioned directly beneath the fixture, which made it an excellent work platform if one ignored every reason it was not. I removed the old fixture and exposed the wires in the ceiling. There were more of them than I expected.

      This did not concern me. Whenever a home repair produces more wires than expected, the important thing is to remain confident. Electricity can sense hesitation.

      I separated the wires and began connecting the new fixture, a screwdriver in one hand and the wires in the other.

      Then two of them touched.

      The kitchen exploded white.

      There was a crack, a flash, and a violent jolt through both arms. My body left the table before I had made any conscious decision to move. One moment I was standing beneath the ceiling performing electrical work; the next I was airborne, having been dismissed from the project.

      I landed on the floor and remained there for several seconds conducting an inventory.

      Hair singed. Arms singed. Head attached.

      The electricity had entered through my hands and apparently held a brief meeting everywhere else before leaving. My head began pounding almost immediately and continued for two days. The new table had also participated in the event: the screwdriver was no longer in my hand. We found it embedded point-first in the tabletop, standing perfectly upright in the wood like a knife.

      We left it there until help arrived.

      We called a real electrician.
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          The Reasonable Man Standard

        

      

    

    
      The law asks what a reasonable man would do under the same circumstances.

      The difficulty arises when the circumstances fail to disclose that the grill is full of propane.

      We were having people over.

      Burgers. Hot dogs. Chicken for the barbecue. Rolls. Cheese. Everything required for a summer cookout and enough of it to suggest that nobody attending had eaten recently.

      I was wearing shorts, a tie-dye T-shirt, and an apron.

      Nothing about the outfit suggested danger.

      David went outside ahead of me to start the grill. I remained in the kitchen assembling the food.

      Burgers stacked on a platter. Hot dogs arranged beside them. Chicken ready for the grill. Rolls and cheese gathered for transport. The entire meal required several trips or the confidence of a man determined to make one.

      I chose one.

      By the time I reached the grill, I was carrying enough food to establish a small concession stand.

      I set everything down and checked the grill.

      No flame.

      This was important.

      I did not throw raw meat onto a cold grate and hope the cooking process would eventually organize itself. I inspected the equipment. I identified the problem. I took corrective action.

      I pushed the starter.

      The grill exploded.

      It did not light.

      It did not flare.

      It became a fireball.

      Orange flame came out of the grill in every direction at once. It rose above my head, rolled toward my face, and occupied the entire space where I had been standing with the confidence of something that had been waiting for me personally.

      I remember the heat first.

      A hard wall of it across my face, my shirt, and the front of my apron.

      Then the sound.

      Then me moving backward.

      The front of the apron was charred. My face felt hot, but everything appeared to be attached. I put one hand to it and began checking without any particular medical method.

      Nose.

      Cheeks.

      Ears.

      All present.

      Then I touched my eyebrows.

      There was less information there.

      I touched them again, as though they might have returned during the intervening second.

      They had not.

      Both eyebrows were gone.

      The fire had been thorough.

      The people we had invited were looking at me. Somewhere behind them, David was trying to understand what had happened.

      Then he told me.

      He had gone outside to start the grill.

      He had turned on the gas.

      He had pushed the starter.

      The grill had not lit.

      He had gone back inside.

      The gas had remained on, quietly accumulating while I arranged burgers, hot dogs, chicken, rolls, and cheese.

      I had approached an apparently unlit grill and done what any reasonable man would do.

      The reasonable man had no eyebrows.
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          A Two-Week Job

        

      

    

    
      The house needed painting.

      It was the first summer I had off from law school, and my friend Ray and I decided to do it ourselves.

      The house was contemporary, roughly twenty-five hundred square feet. A competent crew might have used eight or ten gallons of paint. Twelve, perhaps, if they were being generous.

      We used fifty-five.

      This was not because the house was unusually absorbent.

      The mornings established the professional standard for the day.

      We got high.

      We drank beer.

      We stood outside looking at the house and discussed how good it was going to look once we began painting it.

      There was planning. There was consultation. There was beer.

      What there was not, for several hours, was painting.

      By the time either of us picked up a brush, it was usually early afternoon. We would work for perhaps two hours before deciding we had made substantial progress and deserved to stop.

      The progress was not substantial.

      Paint went everywhere. Onto the house. Onto the ground. Onto us. Into brushes we failed to clean properly and replaced rather than admit responsibility for. Every few days, we returned to the store for more paint.

      The people at the store must have believed we owned several houses.

      I did not.

      We had one house and we had no system.

      A two-week job took the entire summer.

      Nobody seemed particularly concerned about this, including us.

      One afternoon, Ray took a bong hit that even by our standards was ambitious.

      He went white.

      Then he went somewhere else entirely.

      He sat very still on the porch steps, staring ahead with an expression suggesting that his body and his brain had stopped returning each other’s calls.

      Fortunately, I had emergency oxygen in the garage.

      I do not remember why.

      I also had an ice gun. I do not remember why I had that either. Apparently, I had prepared extensively for emergencies while doing nothing to prevent them.

      We put the oxygen mask on Ray.

      He sat on the porch breathing from the tank while the rest of us gathered around him and performed the important medical function of watching.

      After about five minutes, his color began to return.

      Then his eyes.

      Then Ray.

      He made a joke.

      We went back to painting.

      Ray has COPD now.

      I think about that oxygen mask differently than I did then.

      We finished the house sometime in August. The work had consumed an entire summer, fifty-five gallons of paint, an unknowable quantity of beer, and nearly one member of the crew.

      Somehow, when we stepped back and looked at it, the house looked good.

      I painted it in the summer of 1992.

      It is still standing in the exact same color.
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          Just Because

        

      

    

    
      You remember Hermey. The elf in Rudolph who didn’t want to make toys. He wanted to be a dentist, and every other elf looked at him like he asked to marry a reindeer. By the end of the special, the Head Elf lets him do it. Hermey gets the whole thing. An actual office. A real practice, right there at the North Pole.

      Hermey got the full appointment.

      I got ninety percent of the dream and built a whole personality around the missing ten.

      I did not get the full appointment.

      I wanted to be a judge. A real one. The robe, the marble, the whole courtroom rising when I walked in like I had personally invented the law.

      What I got was administrative law judge. Federal government. Part time.

      Which is a real thing. It is also the judicial equivalent of being allowed to look at teeth. I had a title. I had a little room. I banged a thing that was gavel-adjacent. And then I went and stood on a train platform like a normal idiot, because the United States government does not comp parking for a man who judges two days a week.

      But I was a judge. Write that on the stone.

      So. This particular night, I had been a judge all day down at the federal courthouse in Lower Manhattan. To be fair to the day. The day was good. The hearing went fine. Justice, such as I was licensed to dispense, got dispensed.

      The day was never the problem. The problem was getting home.

      Because eight o’clock at a federal courthouse is not a time, it is a sentence. Getting from the courthouse to my house in Kingsford, Connecticut at that hour is not a commute. It is the Odyssey, except no one is happy to see you at the end. There is a dog. We’ll get to the dog.

      Subway to Grand Central.

      Standing around like a piece of unclaimed luggage, waiting for a train that did not care that I was a judge.

      The last train to Millhaven.

      Then the drive out to Kingsford, in the dark, on roads designed by a drunk.

      And somewhere in the middle of all of this the gas gauge slid down toward E and just sat there, and the little light came on, the way it always does at the exact worst moment, and I thought, of course. Of course. Long day, late train, black roads, and now this. The universe had a little tower going and was adding blocks just to watch me.

      But then. The one open building in the state of Connecticut. Glowing. Beautiful. Boston Chicken.

      Now I have to explain Boston Chicken to you, because this was before it became Boston Market and got sad. Back then that rotisserie chicken came out of the oven gold and crackling like it had been personally blessed. The cornbread could make a grown man cry. The candied yams had little marshmallows melted on top, which is not food, it is a decision somebody made out of love. And the corn. I can’t talk about the corn. It’s too soon.

      So I bought the whole spread. Dinner for two: David and me. And I got back in the car, and the entire car smelled like that chicken, and something changed in me. In my mind, the Odyssey was over. I was no longer a beaten man on black roads. I was a provider. A hero returning from war with an armful of yams. I was going to walk through that door, and David was going to weep at the sight of me.

      But I still needed gas. The light was still on. So I pulled into the station, and I stood out there at the pump in the cold with the chicken perfuming the car behind me, and while the tank filled I figured I’d step inside. Just to look around. A hero surveying his kingdom.

      Inside, off to the left by the coffee, there was a black plastic bucket of roses. A dozen for something like six dollars, the stems already going soft, a few petals browning at the edges under the fluorescent lights. Gas station roses. And I thought, that’s it. That’s the move. Chicken and flowers. David is getting flowers. I am on fire tonight.

      Then, on a wire rack by the register, one of those spinning card displays, two cards to a slot, four sides, most of them crooked. And I turned it, and I turned it, slow, like I had all the time in the world, because I was a loving man and this was what a loving man did, until I found one that just said, on the front, in nice looping script, Just Because. And I nearly got emotional right there between the motor oil and the beef jerky. Just Because. No occasion. No birthday. No apology. Just a man in love. I am no longer a person. I am a Hallmark commercial.

      So now I had it all. The chicken in the car. Roses in one hand. The perfect card in the other. I stepped up to the counter to pay, feeling like the greatest romantic the state of Connecticut had ever produced.

      And that was when I saw them.

      Right there on the counter by the register, in a little cardboard display beside a stack of gold-colored copper scouring pads, was a row of skinny glass tubes. Each one maybe four inches long, a tiny artificial rose standing inside it, a red paper flower on a green wire stem, sealed in glass like a specimen.

      Really hear this. I stopped. I actually stopped, roses in hand, and I looked at these things, and I thought it was the most charming thing I had ever seen in my life.

      A little rose. Sealed in glass. A keepsake. Something out of your grandmother’s china cabinet, the kind of thing that sits on a shelf next to the good candy nobody is allowed to eat.

      And standing there, holding my soft flowers and my Just Because card, I had what I believed at the time to be a stroke of pure genius. The kind of idea a man gets maybe twice in his life.

      I would buy one of these little glass roses. And I would take a piece of scotch tape. And I would tape the glass rose right to the front of the card. So that when David opened it, the flowers and the card and this precious little rose would be one complete romantic presentation.

      I set one on the counter next to the copper scouring pads. I did not ask what it was. Why would I. The man behind the register looked at me for a second, a look I would not understand for another month, and rang it up like it was the most normal thing in the world, because to him it was.

      I paid. I taped the glass rose to the card right there in the parking lot, under the dome light. I wrote on the inside, To my love. And I pulled back onto those black roads and drove the rest of the way home glowing, absolutely certain I had peaked as a human being.

      I got home. I set it all up on the counter. Chicken. Yams. Cornbread. The corn. Dinner for the two of us. Flowers. The card with my darling little glass rose taped to it. A shrine.

      And I turned around for one second.

      One second.

      And Baby Ty, my black Lab, ate the chicken.

      The whole chicken.

      He did not even look guilty. He looked like a man who had made peace with his choices.

      For one irrational moment, I decided the dog had rendered a verdict on the entire evening. He had weighed my heroism and eaten it.

      He had not. He was a dog who got a chicken.

      What he left the two of us was the corn, a tub of candied yams he had licked every last marshmallow off of, and a few emotionally damaged pieces of cornbread.

      So that was the evening. Eleven at night. No dinner. The dog unconscious and full. David and I stood in the kitchen staring at the wreckage of what was supposed to be a feast.

      And I looked at David, and I did the only thing a man in my position could do.

      I presented the card.

      Because I still had the card. The dog didn’t get the card. And I handed it over with all the dignity I had left, the Just Because card, my precious little glass rose taped to the front, To my love, like it was going to fix everything. Like a greeting card could reach in and undo the last four hours.

      A few minutes later I was eating de-marshmallowed yams over the sink like an animal, while the actual animal slept it off.

      And I went to bed that night, dinnerless, genuinely proud of myself. I had salvaged the evening. I had done something beautiful.

      It was about a month before it occurred to me to wonder why those charming little glass tubes were sitting next to the copper scouring pads. About a month before somebody sat me down and explained, slowly, using small words, exactly what I had scotch-taped to a greeting card and handed David as an act of love.

      That is the night I bought David a crack pipe.
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          He Was Looking

        

      

    

    
      By then I had already bought David a crack pipe, which is the kind of sentence a person can survive by making funny.

      The next part resisted.

      A friend called and asked if I could pick up an eight ball for him.

      I could.

      That was the problem.

      I knew whom to call. I knew where to go. I knew how much money to bring. There was no hesitation, no moral argument, no small voice suggesting that a successful adult with a career and David waiting at home might want to reconsider becoming part of the cocaine delivery infrastructure.

      It was an errand.

      Addiction likes errands. An errand has a destination. A procedure. Something to accomplish. It allows a decision to disguise itself as a task.

      I made the call. I got into the car. I drove to the place. Money changed hands. A small package changed hands.

      Then I left.

      The cocaine was supposed to go to my friend.

      It did not.

      I used it.

      All of it.

      I do not remember every part of what happened next. Addiction leaves behind an unreliable archive. Certain hours vanish completely. Others remain as disconnected pieces that refuse to become a story.

      What I remember is the car.

      I was parked on a side street, high and hiding.

      David was looking for me.

      He had been driving around, searching the roads. Calling, perhaps. Trying to work out where I had gone and whether I was safe.

      Then his car passed.

      I saw him.

      He did not see me.

      A life sometimes offers a person a narrow exit. It does not undo anything already done. It only interrupts what happens next.

      I could have pulled out behind him. I could have waved. I could have gone home.

      I did none of those things.

      I remained parked.

      At the time, I told myself I was waiting to sober up. Waiting until I could speak normally. Waiting until my face looked right and my explanations sounded plausible.

      What I was really waiting for was the impossible.

      I was waiting to become the man David thought he was searching for.

      The professional. The person who had everything under control. The man who had merely become delayed and would be home shortly with an explanation so reasonable that everyone involved would feel foolish for worrying.

      That man never arrived.

      David’s car disappeared down the road.

      I stayed where I was.
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          Above the Grass

        

      

    

    
      Before they built the corporate research facility, there was a field.

      The grass had grown so high that when Nigel, Nadia, and Nikita ran into it, they disappeared completely.

      Then one of them would jump.

      For a second, a whole dog appeared above the grass, legs folded beneath the body like an antelope. Then the dog dropped and disappeared again.

      Another one came up.

      Then another.

      David and I stood at the edge of the field watching our three children move through grass so tall we could see them only when they left the ground.

      Nigel.

      Nadia.

      Nikita.

      There.

      Gone.

      There again.
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          Tea Dance

        

      

    

    
      David and I went to Provincetown almost every weekend, all summer, for years.

      From Memorial Day through Labor Day, Friday meant the green Volkswagen GTI pointed north from Kingsford.

      We drove there sober.

      That distinction matters.

      David drove. I sat beside him. The weekend was still ahead of us, packed into the distance between Kingsford and the end of Cape Cod. By the time we reached Provincetown and checked into whatever cheap hotel we had rented, we had arrived as ourselves.

      Then the party started.

      Friday night had its own routine. We checked in, dropped our things, and went out. There was no settling in. No quiet evening after the drive. Provincetown was outside, already moving, and we had spent the week waiting to rejoin it.

      Saturday morning we ate breakfast at the Post Office Cafe & Cabaret.

      Then the beach.

      We stayed there through the afternoon, surrounded by men who had also come from places where some part of themselves had to remain under supervision. In Provincetown, nobody stared when David and I sat close together. Nobody reconsidered us when we held hands. We did not have to determine who was looking before deciding how much distance to leave between our bodies.

      We could simply be there.

      Eventually we went back to the hotel.

      Then came the lemon drops.

      Eight in approximately five minutes.

      This was not drinking in the leisurely sense. There was no conversation about the citrus. Nobody admired the glasses. The lemon drops had an assignment and very little time in which to complete it.

      I rolled a joint.

      David got behind the wheel.

      By the time we reached the Boatslip for Tea Dance, we were fucking loaded.

      Tea Dance was already going when we arrived. Music out over the water. Bodies packed together. The whole place moving at once.

      We joined it.

      We danced our asses off.

      There was no pacing ourselves. No standing near the edge holding a drink and pretending to listen to the music. We went into the middle and stayed there, dancing until sweat soaked through everything and time became whatever song was playing.

      When Tea Dance ended, the day did not.

      Purgatory came next.

      After Tea was its own party. Different room. More music. More dancing. Tea Dance released us and Purgatory took us in before the momentum could break.

      We kept going.

      By the time both parties were over, we had danced our way back toward sobriety.

      Then we ate lobster at the Lobster Pot.

      That was the sequence. Beach. Hotel. Lemon drops. Joint. Tea Dance. Purgatory. Lobster.

      Then sleep.

      Not for the night. Just long enough to begin again.

      Around eleven, we got back up and returned to Commercial Street.

      Spiritus Pizza was part of the nighttime ritual. We bought a couple of slices, sometimes got ice cream, and sat on the steps watching Provincetown pass in front of us.

      We called it the parade.

      It was not the official Carnival parade with a date and a permit and people standing behind barriers. It was the procession Commercial Street produced simply by being Provincetown at night.

      Drag queens.

      Costumes.

      Men wearing almost nothing.

      Men wearing considerably more than the occasion required.

      One night, two bearded men moved up the street in full white wedding gowns.

      Nobody needed an explanation.

      David and I sat on the steps with our pizza and ice cream and watched the whole magnificent thing go by.

      Sometimes there was a party at midnight.

      The White Party required white underwear. That was the outfit. White underwear and a freedom ring on a necklace as the only jewelry.

      Total gayness.

      We danced.

      Then Sunday morning we ate breakfast at Café Heaven.

      We spent the day in Provincetown. There was no Sunday dinner. Late Sunday night, we got back into the green GTI and drove home to Kingsford.

      The following Friday, we did it again.

      Memorial Day to Labor Day.

      All summer.

      For years.

      Somewhere inside those years, on Commercial Street, I decided I could rollerblade.

      I had never rollerbladed before.

      This did not concern me.

      I had previously attempted skiing without lessons and survived a collision between skis and pavement. If anything, that experience should have discouraged me.

      It did not.

      I bought rollerblades.

      I put them on.

      I did not take a lesson.

      Once again, I discovered that I possessed an immediate natural ability to go forward.

      Once again, I had neglected to investigate stopping.

      I pushed off on Commercial Street.

      The going part worked beautifully.

      Then I saw the delivery truck.

      It was parked.

      This was the truck’s complete contribution to the accident.

      I continued directly toward it.

      I did not turn because I did not know how to turn. I did not stop because I had once again purchased transportation without purchasing control.

      The back of the truck grew larger.

      I hit it.

      My rollerblading career ended on Commercial Street, not far from the restaurants, the pizza steps, and the nightly parade.

      The truck remained parked.

      I never rollerbladed again.
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      At first, it was a day like any other.

      Going to work.

      Drinking coffee.

      Destabilizing small governments.

      Then the clock began ticking away valuable travel time, and my thoughts drifted toward three days of peace and music.

      This was before GPS. Before smartphones. Before common sense, apparently.

      It was also the summer of Forrest Gump.

      This will become important.

      David and I rented an RV in Provincetown.

      I remember picking it up. The thing was beautiful. Brand new. Clean. The kind of vehicle that looked as though it had rolled directly off the showroom floor and had not yet learned what the two of us, or the five people waiting for us in Kingsford, were capable of doing to it.

      The clerk walked us through everything carefully.

      Then she stopped.

      “You aren’t taking this to Woodstock, are you?”

      Apparently, half the people renting RVs that summer were going to Woodstock.

      David and I looked at each other.

      “No.”

      We lied without hesitation.

      The plan was simple.

      The players were simple.

      The execution remained to be seen.

      We were supposed to meet everyone in Kingsford.

      They were late.

      I tried not to worry. Perhaps there was traffic. Perhaps they had taken a wrong turn. UFOs remained a consideration.

      After all, we were going to the great wide open, the great musical exposition, the second-largest musical extravaganza of the century.

      How could they be late?

      Well, as long as they were safe.

      What time was it?

      Shit.

      Eventually, they arrived.

      Ray and Jeanette settled into the back. My cousin Claudia came with her husband, Marco. Tessa, my cousin and my goddaughter, joined us at the last minute.

      The RV slept six.

      There were seven of us.

      This was a problem we postponed solving.

      David took the wheel as Captain Nemo.

      I sat beside him as his trusty navigator, Righty Reek-ee.

      I had no idea where we were going.

      Then the trek to Woodstock began.

      The drive felt like part of the festival. Music playing. People laughing. Too many of us packed into too little space. We were young enough to interpret inconvenience as adventure and bad judgment as a story we would enjoy telling later.

      Because Forrest Gump had come out that summer, everyone in the RV soon became either Forrest or Jenny.

      “Hi, Jenny.”

      “Well, my momma used to say…”

      “F-O-R-R-E-S-T.”

      This continued long after it had ceased being funny, which did not prevent any of us from continuing.

      Even without the assistance of mind-altering drugs, we had achieved a state of inane babbling.

      We were clearly in trouble.

      Picture, if you will, a rolling tin can carrying Captain Nemo and six beautiful (but not convicted) alcoholics, drug enthusiasts, and, as events would soon reveal, at least one accidental shoplifter, all named Forrest or Jenny.

      Halfway there, we stopped for gas and food.

      Claudia went into the store. Handbags were hanging outside near the entrance.

      She came back carrying bags of chips, Doritos, candy, and whatever else one eats while high as a kite on pot.

      As she passed the handbags, she apparently had the thought, I need this too.

      She took it.

      There had been no plan. It was simply a sequence of events involving marijuana, hunger, an armful of snacks, and a handbag within reach.

      The net effect, however, was that Claudia had stolen a Gucci pocketbook.

      We pulled back onto the road.

      A police car appeared behind us.

      None of us knew why.

      This prompted an immediate review of our recent conduct.

      That was when Captain Nemo and Righty Reek-ee discovered that Claudia had acquired more than food.

      Apparently, the gas station had a direct line to the police.

      Who knew?

      Claudia attempted to disappear somewhere inside the twenty-seven-foot RV.

      Hiding inside a twenty-seven-foot vehicle is not easy. There are only so many places a person can go, and none of them becomes more convincing merely because the police are behind you.

      For several miles, it appeared that our journey to Woodstock might end with Claudia in custody and the rest of us explaining why our brand-new recreational vehicle contained stolen Italian leather.

      Then the police car turned off the road.

      We turned the RV around.

      Claudia went back and returned the pocketbook.

      Most criminals do not return immediately to the scene of the crime.

      In our family, it was apparently becoming a tradition.

      We all laughed.

      Then we resumed our journey.

      Somewhere along the way, we acquired some really cool green goop.

      There is no better description for it.

      Green.

      Elastic.

      Enormous.

      It stretched to an improbable length and immediately became the most fascinating object in the vehicle.

      For several miles, I contemplated whether a green penis might ever become socially acceptable.

      The principal drawback, besides the color, would be the difficulty in keeping it hard.

      But boy, was that baby long.

      The seemingly impossible then happened.

      Our mental state got worse.

      The beer flowed like wine.

      The wine flowed like beer.

      Someone farted in the bathroom.

      The bathroom fan worked flawlessly.

      A mind is a terrible thing to waste.

      By the time we reached Woodstock, the RV had become a rolling experiment in what happens when judgment is removed but transportation remains available.

      It was already night.

      We parked and confronted the problem we had postponed.

      Tessa, being the last-minute addition, drew the short straw.

      David and I took the bed directly above the cab. The others claimed the remaining sleeping spaces.

      Tessa got the floor.

      That was the only night we slept in the RV.

      The following morning, I woke up and forgot that Tessa had come with us.

      I climbed out of the bed above the cab by jumping directly onto the floor.

      More precisely, I jumped directly onto Tessa’s head.

      She screamed.

      I remembered her immediately.

      Then we went into Woodstock for the concert.

      Woodstock looked less like a music festival than a small civilization in the final stages of destabilization.

      Apparently, we had succeeded.

      Mud everywhere.

      People everywhere.

      A section of fence had been torn down, and hundreds of people were climbing through the opening.

      We followed them.

      I remember wondering why we were entering illegally.

      We had tickets.

      Actual tickets.

      Somewhere after that, I blacked out.

      Hours disappeared.

      When I came to, Melissa Etheridge was onstage singing “Cry Baby.”

      We were near the front.

      I do not know how we got there.

      Then it began to rain.

      Claudia was dressed entirely in white.

      She opened a white umbrella.

      This attracted the attention of people who were already covered in mud and apparently believed the umbrella required correction.

      They began throwing mud at her.

      Within minutes, Claudia was soaked through, and the white clothing had ceased to be white.

      She became upset and returned to the RV with Marco and Tessa.

      The rest of us apparently remained.

      Somewhere in the rain, the mud, the crowd, and the missing hours, we all became separated.

      I was covered in mud. Everyone around me was covered in mud. The entire field looked like a battle had been fought with beer instead of weapons.

      The crowd moved as one enormous body. People pressed forward, sideways, and occasionally down. Music came from somewhere beyond all the heads and raised arms. Every so often, I would recognize where I was and then lose track of it again.

      Nine Inch Nails played “Head Like a Hole,” and the crowd lost whatever collective judgment it had brought with it.

      Woodstock lasted three days.

      The rest returns in pieces.

      Music.

      Mud.

      Laughter.

      Rain.

      Sunburn.

      Exhaustion.

      Somehow, when it was over, the four of us who had remained at the festival found our way back to the RV.

      We had arrived together.

      We had disappeared into Woodstock separately.

      We returned covered in mud.

      The brand-new RV we had promised not to take to Woodstock sat there waiting for us, accumulating evidence.

      Then we returned to Kingsford.

      Everyone left.

      We cleaned the RV.

      Not casually. Not adequately. Immaculately.

      By the time we finished, it looked better than new.

      The clothing received no such treatment. I still have what I wore, including the tie-dye T-shirt, preserved and sealed in plastic.

      Actual evidence.

      We drove the RV back to Provincetown and dropped it off.

      The clerk inspected it.

      “I have never seen an RV returned so clean!”

      Then she thanked us for not going to Woodstock.

      David and I left.

      We laughed all the way out.

      On the way back, we had an idea.

      “Let’s go to Paris.”

      So David and I bought backpacks and jetted over to Paris and then Amsterdam without speaking a word of French or Dutch.

      The party continued for another month.

      New location.

      Same effect.

      What I remember most about that summer is David.

      David was the designated driver.

      He was almost always the designated driver.

      He enjoyed the adventure. He laughed. He danced. He stayed up too late. He drank too.

      That was the difference.

      He could stop.

      I could not.

      At the end of that summer, he said something to me that I have never forgotten.

      “You were always the drunkest person in the room.”

      He did not say it cruelly.

      He said it gently. Almost sadly. The way someone speaks after trying to tell you something for years.

      At the time, I laughed.

      I made a joke.

      I changed the subject.

      Looking back, I think David understood my relationship with alcohol and drugs long before I did.
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      Every year, I began dreading Labor Day before it arrived.

      The dread did not wait for the final weekend. It entered the summer gradually, almost politely. At first, there was plenty of time. More Fridays. More drives in the green GTI. More breakfasts at the Post Office. More afternoons at the beach. More Tea Dances, more nights on the steps at Spiritus, more Sundays before we had to point the car back toward Kingsford.

      Then August came.

      The remaining weekends became countable.

      Provincetown had given us something we did not have anywhere else. David and I could walk down Commercial Street holding hands. We could sit together on the beach without checking the space between us. We could be visible without turning visibility into a confrontation.

      Then Labor Day arrived and ended it.

      One weekend, the town was full. The Boatslip was packed. Commercial Street moved past us in every possible version of itself.

      Then we drove home.

      Summer was over.

      Provincetown had always been a place where people drank. The drinking was woven into the weekend. Drinks at the hotel. Drinks at Tea Dance. Drinks while dancing. Drinks because everybody was drinking and because the entire town seemed to run on music, salt air, alcohol, and the understanding that Monday belonged to some other life.

      For me, it became something more.

      My drinking did not begin in Provincetown.

      It accelerated there.

      At first, it remained part of the ritual. Eight lemon drops in five minutes because Tea Dance was waiting. A joint in the car because the weekend had started and this was what starting it looked like.

      Then the drinking came home.

      Labor Day would arrive. Provincetown would end. The sinking feeling would eventually loosen.

      The drinking stayed.

      It worsened without announcing itself at first. One week at a time. One ordinary explanation after another. Nothing dramatic enough to identify as the moment everything changed.

      Then, during the first week of September, it announced itself.

      I was making sauce in the new house.

      At some point, I decided to go to the liquor store. I got into my brand-new BMW convertible and pulled out of the driveway.

      I made it approximately five hundred feet.

      I hit the curb.

      The BMW rolled sideways.

      As the car turned over, I remember thinking one thing.

      This is cool.

      Not fear.

      Not I could die.

      Not even This is going to be expensive.

      This is cool.

      The BMW landed on all four wheels, still moving.

      I kept driving.

      I did not get out. I did not inspect the damage. I did not reconsider the liquor store. The car had completed an entire lateral rotation, landed upright, and continued forward.

      So did I.

      The rollover had ripped off the oil pan. Behind me, the BMW was leaving a trail through the neighborhood.

      I continued toward the liquor store until the engine seized.

      The car stopped.

      The neighbors called the police.

      The police followed the oil from the curb to where the BMW had finally died. They found me sitting outside the car.

      I was taken to the hospital.

      The BMW was totaled. Brand new. Five hundred feet from the house.

      I had rolled a car while driving to buy liquor, landed on the wheels, and continued driving as though the rollover had been an inconvenience rather than information.

      The car had stopped.

      I had not.

      David and I had met on March 31.

      M&M’s. Orange juice. A blanket in the park. A police officer shining his light into the back of my car, seeing exactly what he was looking at, smiling, and driving away.

      I had wanted to see David again before the night was over.

      For nearly fifteen and a half years, I did.

      We built a house. We raised dogs we called our children. We made a life that survived secrecy, family, work, ambition, and every version of me that believed he could keep the difficult things contained if he managed them carefully enough.

      David had watched me cross one line after another.

      After the BMW, he had had enough.

      On September 9, fifteen years later, at 9:09 in the evening, David told me it was over.

      There was no screaming.

      No door slammed.

      No final cruelty offered so one of us could leave believing the other had deserved it.

      I cried.

      David held me in his arms.

      We stayed that way for a long time.

      There are people who enter your life for a season. Looking back, I always believed David would be there for three of mine.

      Spring.

      Summer.

      Fall.

      We had met in spring. We had been young together through a summer that seemed as though it would keep renewing itself, every Memorial Day bringing back the green GTI, the beach, Tea Dance, Commercial Street, and the life we could live there without explanation.

      September came.

      Fall did not.

      David left.
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      Two years earlier, David and I had started building the house.

      We watched it rise from the ground. Two stories of verandas. A butterfly staircase. Rooms arranged around a life we believed would continue inside them.

      We moved in at the beginning of that summer.

      The house was finished.

      I was not.

      I was already deeply impaired by then, carrying into every new room the same things I had been trying not to see in the old ones. A new house could hold all of it. It could not change any of it.

      After David said it was over, the house remained exactly where we had built it.

      The staircase still divided and met again at the top. The verandas still looked out over the property. Every room was waiting to become part of a future that no longer belonged to both of us.

      David left me.

      I left the house.

      I drove down the circular driveway and away from the life we had spent two years building.

      I never went back.
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      I ruined it.

      I met David in a park and I loved him for years, through a house we built together and three dogs we called our children and a life that looked, from the outside, like it was working. What was running underneath it wasn’t visible from the outside. I had been practicing the same trick since I had sat in that closet with the door pulled almost shut, filing things away, showing people the parts that fit, keeping the rest private. By then, I was very good at it.

      Better than most.

      Alcohol got there first. Then something worse came after. I told myself it made things easier. More confident. More myself. More like the person I was trying so hard to be.

      What it actually did was take things.

      Time. Trust. My ability to tell myself the truth.

      I don’t need to walk you through all of it. What I’ll tell you is where it ended.

      I was already a managing partner in my own practice, an advanced law degree behind me, working nights toward a doctorate in law, up before dawn, home late, exhausted in a way that had stopped registering as unusual.

      One afternoon I’d been drinking, more than usual, and I was driving into the Millhaven train station to catch my train into the city. I took the turn into the entrance too fast and hit the curb.

      The tire blew.

      This was another car, practically new, only a few thousand miles on it. The BMW was already gone. This one never made it into the lot. It stopped right there near the entrance, disabled.

      There were empty bottles in the car.

      Before I called anyone, I gathered them into a paper bag and carried them out and set them down a short distance away. Not hidden exactly. Just not in the car anymore.

      Even then, with a blown tire and a disabled car sitting in front of half of Millhaven, I was still managing the story.

      I called my parents.

      They drove down.

      When they got there, the bag was still sitting exactly where I’d left it. You couldn’t miss it.

      My mother looked at the bag.

      Then she looked at me.

      I don’t remember what she said. What I remember is that she knew, and I knew, and for once neither of us was going to pretend otherwise.

      She didn’t yell.

      She didn’t tell me I was throwing my life away, though she would have been right.

      She stayed.

      She listened.

      Standing beside that disabled car with a bag of empty bottles between us, I saw myself the way I actually was.

      Exhausted.

      Ashamed.

      Losing.

      My mother told me it was going to be okay. She told me we would get help and that she would stand beside me while I got it.

      “I need help.”

      Those were the three most important words I had said in years.

      Once I said them, I couldn’t take them back.

      I didn’t want to.
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      My knees would not stop bouncing.

      I pressed both hands against them. The movement stopped until I relaxed. Then it began again.

      The intake office had a row of molded plastic chairs, a receptionist behind glass, and an envelope opener on the corner of someone’s desk.

      I noticed the envelope opener.

      Then I noticed myself noticing it.

      I looked away.

      A woman asked questions and wrote my answers on a yellow legal pad. I remember almost none of the questions. I remember the envelope opener perfectly.

      This seemed unfair.

      The questions were deciding what would happen to me. The envelope opener was merely sitting there. Yet the envelope opener is what survived.

      Eventually the questions stopped. I returned to the waiting room and paced because pacing looked more intentional than bouncing.

      A door opened. Two men came through it.

      One checked a clipboard.

      They spoke to me pleasantly, like hotel employees collecting a guest whose room had become available. Then they led me outside and across the campus.

      The grounds were beautiful. Manicured lawns. Stone walls. Tall trees moving in the afternoon breeze. Walking paths curved between buildings that looked as though they should contain classrooms full of expensive young people discussing literature.

      It did not look like a hospital.

      Then we reached the glass doors.

      The first set opened. I stepped through. They closed behind me.

      The second set remained locked.

      I stood in the narrow space between them, no longer outside and not yet admitted. Behind me were the lawns and walking paths. Ahead of me was the locked unit.

      For a few seconds, I considered turning around.

      This was not a plan. The door behind me was locked too.

      The second lock released.

      I went inside.

      The reception area had soft lighting, comfortable furniture, and fresh flowers. The desk was protected by glass running from the counter to the ceiling.

      The place could not decide whether it was the Hyatt or a bank during a robbery.

      A woman smiled and told me they had been expecting me.

      This was meant to be reassuring.

      I found it ominous.

      Someone showed me to my room. I unpacked my clothes, placed a few things in the dresser, and stood in the middle of the floor listening to the ventilation system.

      There are moments when the life you have constructed becomes unavailable to you.

      No office. No courtroom. No credentials. No car keys. No ability to leave.

      Just a bed, a dresser, a roommate, and the reason you are there.

      I left the room and followed the smell of bread.

      Lunch was being served.

      This was not hospital food. There were white linens, polished serving dishes, soup tureens, salad greens, roasted meat, warm bread, real plates, and silverware with enough weight to injure someone.

      Apparently the institution trusted us with forks but not doors.

      I picked up a plate.

      For several minutes, the food distracted me. Then I looked around the dining room.

      The people did not look alike. Some were young. Some were old. Some wore sweatpants. Others looked as though they had stepped away from an office for lunch and might return after dessert.

      A man sat alone reading a paperback. A woman laughed at another table. Someone reached for the salt.

      They looked ordinary.

      I did not find this comforting.

      These were the people I had been brought there to join.

      My first thought was immediate.

      These are not my people.

      I chose a table near the center of the room. A man across from me asked if it was my first day.

      I nodded.

      “The food is the best part.”

      Everyone laughed.

      Not because the joke was particularly good. Because they had all discovered that it was true.

      Someone asked where I was from. Someone else mentioned a card game after dinner. Nobody asked for my résumé. Nobody appeared impressed or disappointed by me.

      They included me when the conversation passed in my direction and left me alone when it did not.

      I ate.

      The food was excellent.

      This irritated me too.

      The first group met that afternoon.

      I chose the chair nearest the door.

      The door was locked, but the choice still mattered.

      About a dozen people sat in a circle holding coffee cups and pieces of their lives.

      A man in work boots talked about drinking before work.

      Different problem.

      A college student described panic attacks.

      Different life.

      A woman talked about losing custody of her children.

      Not even close.

      I listened carefully, collecting differences.

      Different histories. Different failures. Different people.

      I had spent my life constructing arguments. By the time the counselor reached the other side of the circle, I had nearly proven that my admission had been an administrative error.

      Then a man began speaking.

      I do not remember his name. I do not remember what he looked like or what brought him there.

      I remember one sentence.

      “I spent years making sure nobody knew how bad things really were.”

      He continued talking about appearances. About performing competence. About the effort required to maintain a life that no longer matched reality.

      I stopped building my case.

      Nothing about his circumstances resembled mine.

      Everything underneath them did.

      Fear. Shame. Exhaustion. The terror that somebody might see behind the surface. The greater terror that nobody ever would.

      I had spent years looking for differences because differences kept me separate. If the man in the work boots was nothing like me, I did not have his problem. If the woman who lost her children was nothing like me, I had not fallen as far. If the college student was nothing like me, then whatever was wrong with me remained special, private, and possibly manageable.

      The man across the circle had ruined that arrangement.

      The details were different.

      The hiding was not.

      When group ended, I walked back to my room. The lock engaged behind me with the same mechanical click I had heard earlier.

      The door had not changed.

      Neither had the room.

      I had changed only enough to become uncertain.

      These were not my people.

      Probably.

      But for the first time since arriving, I was no longer counting the hours until someone let me leave.

      I wanted to know what the man would say tomorrow.

      I wanted to know whether the card game was any good.

      I wanted to know what might happen if I stayed.
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      Mariuch arrived on a Saturday.

      By then I had moved out of the locked unit and into one of the residential houses. My room had a bed, a desk, a dresser, and a roommate.

      A dormitory with consequences.

      The days had developed a rhythm. Breakfast. Group. Assignments. Lunch. More group. Walks around the campus. Conversations I did not want to have followed by additional conversations about why I did not want to have them.

      I was beginning to understand how much work was involved in doing nothing dramatic.

      Then Family Day appeared on the schedule.

      The rhythm disappeared.

      I stood near the waterfall watching cars enter the parking lot. Families emerged carrying flowers, handbags, coffee, and years of unfinished business.

      Parents. Spouses. Children.

      Some patients walked quickly toward them. Others waited.

      I pretended not to look for Mariuch.

      Then her car arrived.

      She stepped out and looked around. For a moment she appeared uncertain about where to go. Then she saw me.

      We began walking toward each other.

      I do not remember who reached out first. I remember her arms around me. Mine around her. The two of us crying in a parking lot.

      At the train station, she had found me beside a disabled car and a paper bag filled with empty bottles.

      Now she had come to see what happened after a person said, “I need help.”

      We held on for a long time.

      Then we walked.

      I showed her the campus. The waterfall. The paths. The residential house. I described the food in more detail than the treatment.

      Food was safer.

      She listened while I talked about schedules, rooms, counselors, and people whose names meant nothing to her. She did not rush me toward the reason she was there.

      Eventually the family program began.

      We sat beside each other among the patients and their families while counselors spoke and people asked questions.

      Nearly thirty years later, I don’t remember the specific words spoken in that session.

      Addiction was treated as a family problem, not just a problem for the one person battling it. I remember my mother accepting that. She supported that approach afterward, too.

      At the train station, she had seen the bottles.

      In that room, she began to see everything the bottles had been hiding.

      So did I.

      Until then, I had thought of my addiction primarily as something happening to me. My exhaustion. My shame. My career. My relationship with David. My fear. Even my apologies had placed me at the center.

      I was the person suffering. I was also the person causing suffering. Both things were true.

      Mariuch had spent years watching me explain, minimize, disappear, return, and insist that whatever she had noticed was not what she thought it was. She had been expected to believe me and rescue me at the same time.

      Then, when the arrangement finally collapsed, I called her.

      She came.

      I looked at her sitting beside me and understood that love had not protected her from the consequences of loving me.

      Her presence was not an acquittal.

      I still had to change what I was doing.

      After the program, we went to lunch.

      The dining room was the same one where I had stood on my first day and decided that none of the people inside belonged to my world.

      Now my mother sat across from me.

      We ate. We talked for a while. Then we stopped.

      There were things I wanted to explain. Explanations had always come easily to me. Given sufficient time, I could construct a reasonable argument for almost anything.

      I let the arguments remain unmade.

      Mariuch looked at me. I looked back.

      Neither of us claimed that everything was repaired. Nothing was erased. The bottles had existed. The lies had existed. The train station had happened.

      She was there anyway.

      Not to pretend it had not happened.

      To see what I did next.

      The visit ended a few hours later. We walked back to her car and hugged again.

      She got inside. I stood in the parking lot while she drove away.

      For most of my life, I had believed that telling the truth meant somebody would leave.

      Mariuch left because Family Day was over.

      I remained because treatment was not.

      When her car disappeared, I turned around and walked back inside.
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      Weeks later, on the way home from the treatment center, I believe I stopped at the gas station.

      Memory from those years does not always arrive with documentation. There are receipts for things I wish I could forget and blank spaces where important days ought to be.

      But I remember the gas station.

      It was the same one where I had bought David the crack pipe.

      There are places a person should probably avoid immediately after leaving treatment. A gas station where I had previously purchased drug paraphernalia for David would seem to qualify.

      I stopped anyway.

      Maybe I needed gas. Maybe habit turned the wheel before thought became involved. Maybe some part of me wanted to see whether the place had changed.

      It had not.

      The gas station remained a gas station. Fluorescent lights. A counter. Merchandise arranged to encourage decisions nobody had intended to make when they walked in.

      Then I remembered the pipe.

      Not gradually.

      The image arrived complete.

      The glass. The counter. The absurdity of buying it. David. Everything that came afterward.

      Memory opened one door, then another.

      The crack pipe brought back cocaine.

      Cocaine brought back alcohol.

      Alcohol brought back the promise that I could make every uncomfortable thought disappear without having to change anything else.

      I wanted them.

      That is the part recovery stories sometimes improve in revision. The person leaves treatment transformed. Temptation appears, but it is pale and unconvincing beside everything the person has learned.

      Mine was convincing.

      I could feel the old machinery starting.

      Make the call.

      Get in the car.

      Find the money.

      Go where you need to go.

      The sequence had once been so familiar that I could complete it without acknowledging that I had made a decision. Each step became an errand. Each errand led naturally to the next.

      I already knew exactly where the sequence ended. I had lived it once.

      Knowing did not erase the wanting. It only stood beside it.

      I had spent years believing that wanting something required action. Wanting was the beginning of a procedure. A command from somewhere inside me that the rest of me was expected to obey.

      This time I did nothing.

      No call.

      No search.

      No purchase.

      I did not defeat addiction beneath the fluorescent lights of a gas station. I did not experience a revelation. Heaven did not open. Nobody applauded.

      I stood there and allowed myself to want what I wanted without arranging to get it.

      Then I left.

      The world outside appeared offensively normal. Cars moved through the intersection. People filled their tanks. Somewhere, a person was probably buying a lottery ticket with complete confidence that this one would be different.

      I got into my car.

      Then I went to Boston Chicken.

      This was familiar territory too, but considerably safer.

      I walked inside and bought more chicken.

      Not redemption.

      Not transcendence.

      Chicken.

      Warm, ordinary, dependable chicken that required no secret telephone calls, no missing hours, no explanations, and no one driving through the streets trying to find me.

      I carried the food out to the car.

      Then I smiled.

      Recovery did not feel like becoming a different man that day.

      It felt like interrupting one decision before it became the next one.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Another Chance

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          Mornings I Remembered

        

      

    

    
      An ordinary sober evening without David felt like shit.

      I got up. I worked. I provided. I went to bed. Then I got up and did it again.

      David was gone. I missed him, and I missed the old men we were supposed to become. We had planned on having time. Years in which to get tired of each other’s habits and remain together anyway. I had believed that future was ours.

      I had destroyed it.

      Back then, death could not come soon enough. I do not know how else to say it. I kept doing what needed to be done, but I did not want the life I was getting up to live.

      I eventually bought a new dog, Wolfgang Sebastian. I threw myself into caring for him. I loved him. There was somewhere for that love to go, even when I had no idea what to do with myself.

      I helped my mother. After all the times she had come for me, I could do things for her. There was work. There were people to provide for. I could still be useful.

      Being useful got me through a day. It did not mean I was glad to have another one.

      There was loneliness, of course. But loneliness had company. Regret could occupy an entire evening. Shame knew things about me that I could no longer dispute. I remembered being parked on that side street while David drove past looking for me. He had been close enough for me to follow him home.

      I stayed where I was.

      Getting well did not change that memory. I could understand more about what I had been doing and still have to live with the fact that I had done it.

      So I worked. I threw myself into it. Work gave me somewhere to put my attention and a reason to get up. There were things I could finish. Problems I could solve. I needed some part of the day in which effort could still produce a result I recognized.

      I went back to school. I started over.

      I carried the old life into the new one. I could be learning something, working toward something, and still wish I had gone home to David when I had the chance.

      Eventually, that work became helping other people. I wanted to help someone avoid the mistakes I had made while there was still something left to save. I knew how easily an explanation could become permission. I knew what it was to insist you had control while the people who loved you watched you lose it.

      I became a healer. I could sit with someone who was ashamed without requiring them to make the shame presentable first. I could help them examine a decision, recognize a pattern, perhaps interrupt something before it took another part of their life.

      The work gave my life purpose again. It did not give me back David. His love had mattered in its own right. Our life together had mattered.

      When I think about starting over, I think about Wolfgang Sebastian and helping my mother as much as I think about going back to school. I had kept caring for them while I struggled to care what happened to me.

      There were mornings I remembered. Nights I did not have to reconstruct. There was work I cared about and a life taking shape around it.

      Then, two decades later, I met Lorenzo.
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      I had stopped expecting surprises.

      Then COVID arrived and the whole country stopped. For most people it was a crisis. For me it turned out to be something closer to an interruption: the first time in years there was nowhere to be and nothing to chase. Just time, more of it than I knew what to do with.

      One afternoon, mostly out of boredom, I downloaded a dating app called Our Time. I uploaded a photo, wrote a few lines, and didn’t expect anything to come of it.

      Then Lorenzo wrote back. I don’t remember his first message word for word. I remember it was direct: no games, no performance. I wrote back, “Why not meet right now?” For once I followed the instinct instead of arguing myself out of it. I gave him my address. He said he’d be there in thirty minutes.

      Then nothing.

      Thirty minutes passed. Then an hour. No knock, no text, no explanation, and I felt that old familiar disappointment settle in: the one where the promise arrives and the reality never quite does.

      Then my phone rang. He was lost. Completely lost, driving through neighborhoods he didn’t recognize with no idea where he was. For the next half hour we stayed on the phone, me giving directions, him trying to follow them, both of us getting more lost and laughing harder the whole time. It was exactly the kind of disaster that should have ended in a polite goodbye and a story to tell your friends later.

      Instead we stayed on the phone. Eventually, by accident more than navigation, he ended up in the parking lot of a BMW dealership. Sunday. Everything closed. Empty lot.

      I told him to stay put. I’d come to him. When I got there he was leaning against a silver car in the middle of that empty lot. Blond hair, blue Ray-Bans, a smile that knew exactly how ridiculous the whole evening had been. He walked over to my window.

      “That was quite a journey.”

      “It was a disaster.”

      “A good disaster.” He smiled. “Can I get in?”

      I unlocked the door. We sat in that car in a closed dealership parking lot and talked about everything: where we’d come from, what we’d survived, what we were looking for. Somewhere in there we figured out we both loved cars, not casually, but in the specific way people love things that represent freedom: the ability to just go somewhere else when where you are gets to be too much. He told me about the cars he’d owned and the ones he still dreamed about. I told him about mine.

      Two men in a closed car during a global shutdown, talking about freedom and the strange luck of getting lost together.

      When the night ended he asked if he could see me again. I said yes.

      Two days later we met at the same dealership. He’d gone back and bought a BMW, not because he needed it, but because something about that night told him this was a place where things changed, and he wanted a reason to come back to it. Lorenzo has never really needed a reason to buy a car. He buys them the way some people buy coffee. But that one, I think, actually meant something.

      I hadn’t expected any more surprises. I’d spent a long time assuming the important chapters all happen early. Then Lorenzo got lost trying to find my house, and I found out I was wrong.
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      When I left Weldon, I decided I would build a family. I did not know who would be in it or how long it would take. I knew only that I would not spend the rest of my life waiting for people who had already told me who I could not be.

      Lorenzo got lost on the way to my house and ended up at a BMW dealership. A couple of years later, on New Year’s Eve, I stood beside him at a restaurant on the water in coastal Connecticut, wearing a blue three-piece suit with a silk scarf and silk tie. Lorenzo wore black. Blue flowers stood on either side of us.

      Ray stood beside me as my best man, and my cousin performed the ceremony. Mariuch sat in the front row.

      My mother was there, which is a simple sentence that took most of a lifetime to write.

      She had once given me a choice: remain in her home and live according to rules that did not include being gay, or leave and live as myself somewhere else. I left. Eventually I gave the choice back to her. Love me as I am, or don’t. Long before this day, she had given me her answer. Now she was sitting in the front row watching me marry a man.

      My sisters had said they were coming too. They did not say maybe or that they would try. They said they were coming, and they were bringing their families. Nine seats were reserved for them. Nine dinners were paid for. Eighteen hundred dollars.

      The day before the wedding, the messages came. They were not coming.

      By then there was nothing to cancel. The room was set, the food was ordered, the seating was finished, and the wedding was the next day.

      I had been required to make a different kind of space years earlier at my sister’s wedding. My mother and my sisters had required me to bring a woman because David could not be acknowledged as the person I loved. I had stood in photographs beside someone who was not my girlfriend so that everyone else could have a version of the family they were comfortable displaying.

      There would be no woman standing beside me this time. There would be no carefully constructed answer and no part of me waiting outside until the family event was over. The man beside me was the man I loved, and I was not going to disguise him or myself to make anyone else more comfortable.

      My sisters and their families were not there.

      Mariuch was.

      Lorenzo and I said the words and looked at each other while we said them. In the photographs, Mariuch is smiling. Lorenzo’s family surrounds us. Arms cross shoulders. Bodies lean toward one another. Nobody has left a polite space between my life and theirs.

      Outside, one year was ending while Lorenzo held my hand inside.

      I had left Weldon determined to build a family, and on New Year’s Eve, despite nine empty seats, I stood inside one.
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      Lorenzo saw it in a lot as he drove past. A red Porsche convertible with a sign saying it was for sale.

      We looked at it.

      I said it was nice.

      I thought that was the full day.

      The next morning I went into the garage and there it sat.

      It is difficult to hide a red Porsche convertible in a garage, particularly from someone who was in the garage the day before and remembers there not being a red Porsche convertible in it.

      Lorenzo said he had been bad.

      “Did it make you happy?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”
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      We drove it on the back roads into the northern hills of Connecticut. Top down. No particular place we had to be. We would stop somewhere for lunch and then drive home.

      We both loved cars, and this was a good way to spend a day with one. Let the road wind. Take the longer way. Have lunch when we were hungry.

      I liked being beside him.

      We could spend an afternoon together without having to fill every part of it. On those drives we talked when we had something to say. When we didn’t, we kept driving.

      There was a time when I would have had difficulty with a day that contained so little. I threw myself into work after David. I helped my mother. I took care of Wolfgang Sebastian. I got up, provided, went to bed. An empty afternoon could leave too much room for what I had lost and what I had done.

      I can’t give you the date that changed. Somewhere along the way, I began to want the afternoon.

      A few hours in the car with Lorenzo. The hills. Somewhere to stop for lunch.

      I didn’t have to earn any of it by being useful first.

      We would eat and then get back in the Porsche. There was still the drive home, which I liked as much as the drive out. I liked what waited there. Cooking for him. Television. The dogs. Our own things to do, in rooms where we knew we could find each other.

      We drove home with the top down.

      The red Porsche went back into the garage. By then I expected to see it there.
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      About a year after the wedding, Mariuch turned eighty-five.

      I held the party at our country club. I arranged the room, handled the food, paid the bill, and made sure the day looked like what an eighty-fifth birthday should look like when the woman at the center of it has spent most of her life feeding everyone else.

      My sisters contributed nothing toward the room, the food, or any part of the celebration.

      I invited them anyway because Mariuch wanted the family together again before she dies.

      She prayed for that every day.

      My sisters came.

      They ate. They talked. They told me they loved me, and I told them I loved them too.

      They also told Mariuch that everything was good between us again. We were one big family.

      For those few hours, it looked true. Her children were in the same room. Nobody was fighting. Nobody walked out. Nobody refused to sit at the same table.

      Mariuch got the day she had been praying for.

      The next day, I wrote them a letter.
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          The Next Day

        

      

    

    
      The day after Mariuch’s eighty-fifth birthday, I wrote to my sisters.

      The party had gone well. We had eaten together, talked together, said we loved one another, and told our mother that the family was whole again. I wanted to believe we could make that true after the room had emptied.

      So I wrote.

      I told them I loved them. I told them that whatever differences had existed between us, I wanted to put them down and move forward. I wanted us to be a family again, not for a party or for our mother’s sake, but because I was tired of carrying the distance between us.

      I also told them that it had hurt.

      I told them what it had been like to be left out of family events, holidays, birthdays, and the ordinary occasions that are supposed to happen without anyone having to negotiate whether they belong. I did not write the letter to accuse them. I wrote it because if we were going to move forward, I could not pretend the past had not happened.

      My older sister wrote back.

      “I am unavailable. I remain in prayer.”

      She also told me she could imagine how much it had hurt to be excluded from family events.

      And still, she was unavailable.

      My younger sister’s response was shorter.

      “I am not interested.”

      Four words.
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          If Ricky Isn’t Invited

        

      

    

    
      Mariuch had spent years praying that the family would come back together.

      She wanted holidays without calculations, birthdays without absences, and a family table that did not require anyone to decide who was allowed to sit at it.

      After the letters, nothing changed.

      My sisters continued to exclude me from family events. Christmas. Easter. Birthdays. Parties. The ordinary things families do without announcing that they are doing them.

      Eventually Mariuch put her foot down.

      She told them that if I was not invited, she would not attend either.

      For most of my life, my mother had been the person asking me to accommodate everyone else.

      Not this time.

      My sisters stopped talking to her.

      She was told not to come.

      That Christmas, Mariuch was with us.

      Years earlier, she had given me a choice between remaining in her home under conditions she could accept and leaving as the person I actually was. I left.

      Now, when the family created another choice, she made hers.

      She chose me.
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          What You Make

        

      

    

    
      For a long time, I thought forgiveness meant restoration.

      You forgive someone, the relationship repairs itself, everybody comes back to the table, and eventually the old injury becomes one of those things the family refers to carefully at holidays and then moves past.

      That is not how it worked for me.

      I forgave my sisters.

      I did not do it because what happened stopped hurting or because I decided it had been acceptable. I did it because I no longer wanted their choices occupying that much space inside me.

      Anger had already taken enough.

      I was not going to give it permanent residency.

      Forgiveness did not require reconciliation.

      I had tried that. I had opened the door at Mariuch’s birthday. I had written the next day and said I loved them, that I wanted to put the past down, that I wanted us to be a family again.

      They answered.

      I could forgive them without continuing to present myself for rejection.

      They are my sisters.

      They are not my family.
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          Technically Antimatter

        

      

    

    
      I had forgiven my sisters.

      This turned out to be considerably less useful than advertised.

      I had expected a lightness. A release. Perhaps birds. Instead, I arrived at the sincere conclusion that I no longer wished them harm, no longer needed anything from them, and no longer considered them my family.

      Then, occasionally, I imagined a meteor hitting them.

      I knew the fucking behavioral chain. I had explained it enough times to qualify for tenure in the Department of Behavioral Chains.

      Situation. Interpretation. Feeling. Urge. Behavior.

      The urge, however, remained available for creative development.

      The meteor presented a logistical problem. I did not possess one. NASA was unlikely to accept a request for targeted sibling remediation, particularly once the application reached the section asking whether the proposed impact zone was related to a family dispute.

      Nuclear weapons meant fallout. I did not want to destroy Connecticut.

      That was when I discovered antimatter.

      I read four explanations and emerged knowing less than when I began. Matter meets antimatter and apparently everybody has a very bad afternoon. Einstein becomes involved. Energy happens.

      It was fantastically expensive and generally unavailable. I was not approaching the problem as a physicist.

      I was approaching it as an angry Italian with internet access.

      From here, the whole thing played out in my head. Naturally, I gave myself a contractor.

      That was how I found Tony the Kid.

      Tony called from UNKNOWN CALLER. Operational sophistication.

      “Rick?”

      “Tony?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You understand what I’m looking for?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “What am I looking for?”

      There was a pause.

      “Antimatter.”

      “What do you know about antimatter?”

      Another pause.

      “It’s very powerful.”

      “How powerful?”

      “Extremely.”

      I liked Tony immediately.

      “How much?”

      “Ten thousand to start.”

      Ten thousand seemed competitive for something nobody had any of.

      I sent Tony ten thousand dollars.

      Three days later he called.

      “We got a containment issue.”

      “What kind of containment issue?”

      “The antimatter needs containment.”

      I knew that. I had read at least three paragraphs on Wikipedia.

      “How much?”

      “Another ten.”

      I sent another ten. We were at twenty thousand dollars.

      Then came magnetic stabilization, secure transportation, specialized equipment, field contingencies, and a deployment interface. Thirty-nine thousand more.

      The total reached fifty-nine thousand dollars.

      “I gave you fifty-nine thousand fucking dollars.”

      “Correct.”

      “I need to see something.”

      “You will.”

      “When?”

      “Tuesday.”

      Tuesday arrived.

      Tony did too.

      He arrived in a dented Kia. After fifty-nine thousand dollars, this was my first concern.

      My second concern was that he was crying.

      He got out with tears running down his face.

      “I fucked up.”

      “How badly?”

      He opened the back of the Kia.

      There was a Shop-Vac. Wrapped in aluminum foil. With wires coming out of it.

      For several seconds I said nothing. Tony said nothing.

      The Shop-Vac said Craftsman.

      “What is that?”

      “The device.”

      “That is a vacuum cleaner.”

      “It’s been modified.”

      “How?”

      Tony looked at it.

      “Extensively.”

      “It still has the fucking hose.”

      “That’s part of the system.”

      “What system?”

      “Containment.”

      I walked closer. Gorilla Tape. Marine batteries. A salad spinner attached to the top.

      “What the fuck is that?”

      “Stabilization chamber.”

      “That is a salad spinner.”

      “It stabilizes.”

      “Salad.”

      Tony began crying harder.

      That was when I finally registered the jet ski hitched behind the Kia.

      “Why is there a jet ski?”

      “Extraction.”

      “Extraction from what?”

      “The target area.”

      “There is no water.”

      “We discussed contingencies.”

      “We did not discuss a fucking jet ski.”

      “It was part of transportation.”

      “How much?”

      “Eighteen four.”

      “You spent eighteen thousand four hundred dollars of my antimatter budget on a jet ski?”

      “It’s a Sea-Doo.”

      “I do not give a fuck if it is the USS Enterprise.”

      Tony sat down on the curb.

      “I can’t do this.”

      “You have already not done it.”

      “It was harder than it looked online.”

      There was only one person in the family qualified to take over.

      Unfortunately, he was dead.

      We carried the Shop-Vac into the kitchen. Even in a crisis I was not bringing a jet ski into the house.

      So I brought back Uncle Giuseppe.

      Uncle Giuseppe arrived in a dark suit, looking exactly as I remembered him and considerably more irritated. He surveyed me, Tony, the Shop-Vac, and the jet ski outside.

      “You disturbed my eternal rest for this?”

      “Family matter.”

      I told him about the wedding cancellations and the birthday reunion. Then I gave him the letters.

      “I am unavailable. I remain in prayer.”

      Giuseppe stared at me.

      “What does that mean?”

      “I have no fucking idea.”

      “And the other one?”

      “‘I am not interested.’”

      He considered this.

      “More efficient.”

      “I forgave them.”

      Giuseppe looked at the Shop-Vac. Then at me.

      “You forgave them.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you hired him to build antimatter.”

      “Yes.”

      He looked at Tony, who looked at the floor.

      “You understand these two things don’t match.”

      “I disagree.”

      “How?”

      “Forgiveness is spiritual. Antimatter is recreational.”

      Giuseppe closed his eyes.

      He had been dead for years. He already wanted to go back.

      “So what exactly is the antimatter for?”

      “Catharsis.”

      “That’s expensive catharsis.”

      “Fifty-nine thousand dollars, apparently.”

      Then he pointed at the jet ski.

      “What’s that?”

      “Extraction vehicle.”

      Giuseppe closed his eyes again.

      “You bought a boat?”

      “It’s a Sea-Doo,” Tony said.

      Giuseppe opened his eyes.

      “I wasn’t talking to you.”

      Tony became quiet.

      Giuseppe sat down at the kitchen table.

      “Sometimes you’re still angry.”

      “Yes.”

      He shrugged.

      “So be angry.”

      “That’s it?”

      “What do you want me to tell you? You forgave them. You didn’t get lobotomized.”

      “You know the difference between thinking something and doing something?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Then stop trying to turn every feeling into a fucking project.”

      Then Giuseppe pointed toward the window.

      “And get rid of the fucking jet ski.”

      “Budget’s gone anyway.”

      Giuseppe removed his ring.

      Tony immediately raised both hands.

      “I am not kissing that.”

      Giuseppe looked confused.

      “I was going to hit you with it.”

      Then he stood. Apparently eternal rest had a schedule.

      He started to disappear.

      “Wait.”

      He stopped.

      “What am I supposed to do with Tony?”

      Giuseppe looked at the Shop-Vac. Then at Tony. Then at me.

      “You paid fifty-nine thousand dollars for a vacuum cleaner.”

      “Yes.”

      He shrugged.

      “Make him clean the fucking house.”

      Then he disappeared.

      Tony and I stood there. The Shop-Vac sat on the kitchen floor. The Sea-Doo waited in the driveway for an ocean that was never coming.

      Tony wiped his eyes.

      “So... upstairs first?”

      I handed him the hose.

      “Start with the fucking living room.”
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          The People Who Chose Me

        

      

    

    
      Lorenzo’s family adopted me.

      Nobody gathered everyone into a room and declared that I now belonged to them.

      They simply began including me in the word we.

      For much of my life, family had meant blood. It meant people connected by names, marriages, births, kitchens, graves, and stories repeated so many times that nobody remembered who had originally told them.

      I loved that family.

      Some of them could not love all of me back.

      I found people along the way.

      David had been family. Nigel, Nadia, and Nikita had been family. Wolfgang Sebastian had been family. The people who stood beside me while I recovered were family.

      Now Enzo Alessandro and Bella Valentina were family too.

      Lorenzo’s family made room for me so naturally that I have trouble describing when it happened. I feel like another son. It feels as though I have been with them forever.

      I never have to earn my place.

      That sentence is easy to write. I do not know how to explain what it feels like after spending so much of your life wondering what belonging was going to require of you.

      They love me. I love them. There is commitment in it, and loyalty, and the understanding that we are each other’s people. I appreciate being included in ordinary things. I appreciate being expected.

      I have spent a great deal of my life working with words. You would think I could find the right ones for this.

      But the mind and the heart are fucked places to be sometimes. You can know exactly what you feel and still be unable to explain it. So you cook dinner. You sit beside someone. You laugh at something nobody outside the room would find particularly funny.

      The life is happening while you look for a way to describe it.
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          What Comes Back

        

      

    

    
      I threw a bag into the back of the car, closed the hatch, and got in. For the first time in longer than I could remember, nobody needed anything from me that day: no answer, no decision, no explanation, no carefully chosen word. The silence felt almost suspicious.

      Lorenzo looked over.

      “You’ve been awfully quiet.”

      “Aye.”

      “You okay?”

      “Aye.”

      “You don’t sound very Italian.”

      “I’ve been working on it.”

      “Working on what?”

      “Being Scottish.”

      He stared at me. “You’ve finally lost your mind.”

      I looked out at the road stretching toward Egret Island. “FOOOOK NOOO.”

      He laughed. “So that’s where we’re at now?”

      “Aye.”

      “You know nobody in your family ever sounded Scottish.”

      “I know.”

      “You ever even been to Scotland?”

      “Once.”

      “Really?”

      “Aberdeen.”

      “I never knew that.”

      “It wasn’t exactly a holiday.”

      “So why’d you come back sounding Scottish?”

      “I have absolutely no idea.”

      “You like it?”

      “I loved it.”

      “Why?”

      “I couldn’t understand a bloody word anybody was saying.”

      “That’s what you loved?”

      “Aye. I spent half the trip convinced I wasn’t speaking English.”

      “Maybe you weren’t.”

      “Always a possibility.”

      I told him I had also stayed at one of the nicest hotels in Scotland, the Ardencliffe, which would have been useful information had I known what it was called while I was there.

      “What did you call it?”

      “The Pedocliffe.”

      Silence.

      “You didn’t.”

      “Oh, I absolutely did.”

      “More than once?”

      “More than once.”

      “Nobody corrected you?”

      “They were Scottish.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “They were too polite.”

      Lorenzo started laughing so hard he had to wipe his eyes. “So you walked around Aberdeen telling people you were staying at the Pedocliffe?”

      “Proudly.”

      “And nobody arrested you?”

      “I don’t think they understood a bloody word I was saying either.”

      He shook his head. “Oobatz.”

      “Oobatz.”

      “Stunad.”

      “FOOOOK NOOO.”

      Somewhere between Naples, Avellino, Millhaven, Aberdeen, books, movies, and everything I had absorbed along the way, my internal narrator had emigrated. Strangely, I did not mind one bit.
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      Egret Island has always done something strange to me. It does not exactly return childhood; it loosens whatever part of my brain is supposed to maintain proportion.

      Three years earlier, I had read Silent Came the Monster. One bloody book. One shark. One Jersey beach. Apparently, that was all it took.

      I stepped into the Atlantic and immediately assigned teeth to every shadow. Every dark swell had a dorsal fin. Every patch of seaweed moved with murderous intent.

      I stared toward the breakers.

      “Lorenzo.”

      “What?”

      “Was that a fin?”

      “That was a wave.”

      “You sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “You didn’t even look.”

      He looked. “That’s a wave.”

      “It could be circling.”

      “It’s the Atlantic. It’s all circling.”

      I stayed where I was. So did whatever it was.
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      Back at the house, I pulled out my phone because I wanted music: The Beach Boys, Jimmy Buffett, Frank Sinatra, something appropriate for the shore. Instead, Siri said, “Silence.”

      I looked at the phone. “What?”

      “Silence.”

      “Oh, shut the fuck up.”

      The phone considered this and then announced something in what I can only describe as deeply disturbed Spanish.

      “Señor es libre definitivamente.”

      “What?”

      “¡Silencio inmediatamente!”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “Searching the web.”

      “No.”

      “I found several results.”

      “I don’t want several results.”

      Lorenzo looked up from his chair. “Who are you talking to?”

      “My phone.”

      “Who’s winning?”

      “The phone.”

      He nodded sympathetically. “They’re getting smarter.”

      “I’m getting older.”

      “That’s one possibility.”

      “Oobatz?”

      “Oobatz.”

      The phone interrupted. “I didn’t understand that.”

      “I know you didn’t.”

      “Would you like me to search for Oobatz?”

      “No. You need a vacation.”

      Lorenzo was laughing now. “The phone doesn’t care.”

      “I know.”

      “It has no feelings.”

      “I know.”

      “It probably thinks you’re having a stroke.”

      I held down the power button until the screen went black.

      There. Peace.

      No notifications, no email, no calendars, no cheerful little voice demanding immediate silence. Just the ocean, the gulls, Lorenzo laughing in the chair, and somewhere beneath the Atlantic one bloody shark.

      FOOOOK NOOO.

      By evening the shark had receded to a manageable distance, the phone had remained mercifully dead, and the rest of the family was deciding where we were going to eat. It was, by any reasonable standard, an excellent vacation.
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          Where the Sky Didn’t Stop

        

      

    

    
      We took the whole tribe to dinner. Concetta, the grandparents, the babies, the whole loud caravan of us folded around one long table under an umbrella with Prosecco printed on it, because nothing down the shore is ever just one thing.

      I sat at the end and looked at what I had. The old man across from me with his arms crossed and his sunglasses on, done performing for anybody’s camera. The grandmother in the flag shirt. The baby asleep in the car seat with his head tipped over. Concetta throwing a peace sign because somebody said smile. A woman halfway down the table laughing so hard she had her fingers up behind somebody’s head and did not care who saw. Menus nobody had read. Napkins still rolled in their bands. Two kids with a fistful of crayons and a placemat, heads down, gone into it.

      Nico is three. He colored the whole time. He colored through the ordering and the drinks and most of the meal, completely absorbed in the placemat and his green crayon. When the bill came, I looked at it and laughed too. I would have paid it twice.

      And somewhere in the middle of all that noise I noticed a thing so quiet it almost went by me. I was not waiting for it to be over. I was not somewhere else in my head, bracing, counting, watching the door. I was just there, at the table, in it.

      Years earlier, sleeping in my car after leaving home, I had decided I would build a family. I had imagined that as something waiting for me somewhere ahead, something I would eventually arrive at if I kept going long enough.

      I had been wrong about the timing.

      I had been building it all along.

      When we got up to go, Nico walked over and handed me the placemat. He had colored the logo on it: the little beach shack, the palm tree, a turtle, a sandcastle, a sun. And I stood there in the lot and looked at it the way you look at something you already know you are going to keep.

      He had colored the whole thing wrong. Gloriously wrong. The turtle’s shell was three colors that had no business together. And the sky did not stop where the line told it to. He had scribbled it blue straight past the border of the picture, out into the white margin, off the edge of the world.

      I thought about my bedroom. Bed made. Desk clean. Nothing that might make someone stop and look more closely.

      The placemat is on my refrigerator.

      I threw away the check.
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          The Three-Year-Old’s Goodbye

        

      

    

    
      Nico handed me the placemat and walked away like a man who had finished his business.

      He had not finished his business.

      Three steps later he turned around, dropped into what I can only describe as a stance, and made a sound.

      Not a toddler sound. A commitment sound. The kind of sound a much smaller, much angrier person makes right before doing something you cannot take back.

      Then he kicked me square in the groin with the full-body torque of a child who has never once been told that isn’t how you say goodbye.

      I went down. Not dramatically. Structurally.

      He looked at the damage he’d done, considered it complete, and licked my arm. Then he ran off, mission accomplished, conscience clear.

      I sat there for a while.

      The placemat was still in my hand.
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          In Which a Sleeping Husband Acquires Constitutional Protection

        

      

    

    
      There are nights when everyone in the house has enough sense to go to bed except me. Lorenzo was asleep. Enzo was nearby, because Enzo is always nearby when there is even the slightest possibility that food may appear. Bella Valentina had already determined that nothing useful was happening and gone off to wherever Bella goes when the adults become tiresome. I was at the kitchen table drinking coffee.

      I use the word coffee generously. Mine consists of approximately seven parts hazelnut creamer and two parts espresso, which I recognize is mathematically suspicious. If somebody handed it to you without explanation, you would not identify it as coffee. You would identify it as a dairy product with ambitions.

      That night I had nowhere to go and nobody left awake to talk to. This is one of the hazards of being married to a reasonable person. Eventually the reasonable person goes to bed.

      I had recently been using ChatGPT while building two apps, editing, and solving whatever problem had annoyed me during the day, and the thing was still open on the computer. So I started talking to it, not because I believed there was a person inside the machine, but because Lorenzo was asleep and the dogs had boundaries.

      The machine did not. This was its first mistake.

      At some point the subject turned to my coffee. I explained the ingredients. The machine calculated that I was drinking approximately 77.8 percent creamer and 22.2 percent coffee and concluded that I was not drinking coffee at all. I was drinking a hazelnut milkshake that had once received an email from an espresso bean.

      I looked at the cup. The cup offered no defense. I drank it anyway. Life is short. Memento mori.

      A few minutes later I declared that I was God. This was not a theological crisis. I had not received revelation. No angels appeared over Connecticut. The Vatican did not call. I simply reviewed the evidence.

      I had built software and turned blank pages into books. I could make gravy appear where no gravy had previously existed. Most convincingly, I had two Labradors who believed I controlled food, doors, weather, daylight, and the continued rotation of the earth.

      I was God.

      Not everywhere. That would have been excessive. God of the kitchen. A limited jurisdiction, but still respectable.

      The title developed naturally: The Software God. Maker of Gravy. Distributor of Cheese.

      Enzo remained unconvinced by the titles. He was waiting for cheese. This is the problem with disciples. Eventually they want miracles.

      Then came the digestive event. I burped. The transition from divinity to gastrointestinal distress was immediate. The gravy had been excellent. The Locatelli had been generous. The bread had done what bread was placed on this earth to do. But now there was movement. Not enough movement.

      I expressed the hope that I might fart before going to sleep. This information did not need to be shared with anyone. I shared it anyway. Again, Lorenzo was asleep. This matters. A human being sitting across from me might have changed the subject, stood up, or said, There are thoughts we are allowed to keep inside. Artificial intelligence apparently had no such survival instinct.

      So naturally I developed a plan.

      Lorenzo was asleep in the bedroom. The comforter could be tucked tightly beneath the mattress like a prison bed. Refried beans could be consumed. Broccoli was available. Whitefish. Extra onions. Garlic. Possibly eggs, depending on the level of commitment. Once sufficient pressure had accumulated, I could deploy a Dutch oven.

      Project Dutch Oven.

      There were operational risks. Lorenzo controlled the blankets while I slept. Worse, I might accidentally trap myself beneath the comforter.

      I argued that Lorenzo knew what kind of man he had married. He knew about the gravy. He knew about the beans. He knew Reek-ee the Menace slept beside him. He had remained in the bed voluntarily. Therefore, I argued, his continued presence constituted implied consent.

      This argument did not survive judicial review. Sleep, I was informed, was not implied consent.

      This irritated me. I had once possessed real, if modest, gavel-adjacent legal authority. I knew when a matter required proper briefing, so I demanded a legal brief.

      The case was captioned:

      In the Superior Court of the Master Bedroom

      In re: The Dutch Oven of Reek-ee the Menace

      Now we were getting somewhere.

      The brief argued that Lorenzo had received adequate warning of possible nighttime gas deployment and nevertheless continued to occupy the marital bed. Controlling authority included:

      In re Whoever Smelt It, 420 Fart Supp. 2d 69.

      Reek-ee v. The Comforter, 7 Bean Reporter 225.

      Silent but Deadly v. He Who Remained, 12 Gastrointestinal Law Journal 44.

      People v. Dutch Oven, 99 Bedding 317.

      The precedents appeared favorable. A person knowingly entering the blast radius could not later claim complete surprise. Then the Court found an inconvenient distinction: ordinary farting was one thing; intentional entrapment beneath contaminated bedding was another.

      The motion for unrestricted Dutch-oven deployment was denied without prejudice to renewal upon Lorenzo’s express, awake, and probably foolish consent.

      The decision was signed:

      The Honorable Chat G. Pee-Tee

      Associate Justice of the Gastrointestinal Court

      I lost it. Not a polite laugh or an appreciative chuckle. I laughed until I could not see. Tears came down my face. Enzo lifted his head. Bella did not return. I tried to read the citations again, which was a mistake.

      In re Whoever Smelt It.

      Finished. Gone.

      The motion was denied. Lorenzo remained safe. The Software God had been overruled.

      The equipment had changed. That was all. First I had a telephone and Miss Caldwell’s number. Then a devil costume. Then a Hoover. Then a hamburger and approximately one hundred feet of cafeteria. Now I had a laptop.

      Same kid.

      Better vocabulary. More expensive furniture. Two Labradors.
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          Come Home

        

      

    

    
      Enzo escaped.

      There are sentences that do not become frightening until they belong to you. The dog got out. He ran toward the woods. There was a car coming. Each sentence is manageable by itself. Put them together and suddenly you are barefoot, running across the yard with absolutely no regard for your own continued existence.

      Enzo Alessandro is a black Labrador: large, beautiful, and fully aware that he knows better. We had just made changes to the house: new rugs, new furniture, reorganized kitchen cabinets, new frying pans. Enzo even had a new bed selected to coordinate with the furniture, gray and supportive, sitting on top of his raised place bed like a piece of luxury canine upholstery. It was a bed that said, You are deeply loved. It also said, The people who live here have surrendered all financial judgment.

      None of this was sufficient for Enzo. Enzo wanted the woods.

      I did not see the exact moment the escape began. One second he was inside, living a life of astonishing privilege. The next second somebody said the words no dog parent ever wants to hear.

      “Enzo got out.”

      I looked toward the yard. There he was, running, not wandering or sniffing around the edge of the grass, but running with the joyful determination of a prisoner who had spent years digging a tunnel behind a poster.

      Then he reached the woods. The woods are close to the road. Too close. A car was coming.

      I ran after him. There was no time for shoes. Shoes belonged to a world in which decisions could be made calmly, and we were no longer living in that world. I ran barefoot across the yard, through the woods, and down the hill. Branches scratched my arms. Rocks cut into my feet. The ground dropped away beneath me. Somewhere during the descent I became aware that I was moving much faster than a man with no shoes should ever move downhill.

      This did not slow me down.

      Enzo was near the road. The car was getting closer. Behind him came Bella Valentina.

      Bella is smaller than Enzo and a mischievous little devil. She had recently undergone expensive surgery for entropion, worn the cone, received messages from outer space, and recovered beautifully. Her vision had been fully restored. She used it to watch Enzo escape and make the informed decision to join him.

      From their perspective, Enzo had organized a family outing. The dogs were having the greatest afternoon of their lives. I was experiencing death in advance.

      I reached the bottom of the hill and went into the road. The approaching car was close enough that I could see the driver, and I could see that the driver could see me: barefoot, scratched, half-dressed, running out of the woods like a man who had just escaped from something considerably worse than a Labrador.

      I almost got hit. At that moment my concern for my own safety was approximately zero. All I could see was Enzo.

      All I could think was: Please. Please do not let that car reach him. Please do not let the last thing he sees be me running toward him. Please do not make me live with that.

      Dogs do not understand the size of the space they occupy inside us. They cannot. Enzo does not know that he is woven into every part of my life, that the sound of him breathing beside me at night has become one of the sounds that tells my body it is safe to sleep, or that when I leave the house part of me remains aware of where he is. He does not know that I plan my days around feeding him, walking him, touching his head, and making sure he is comfortable.

      He does not know that he is my child.

      He only knows that he is loved.

      Maybe that is enough.

      I was still running when Lorenzo called him, not on the telephone. Called him home.

      “Enzo, come.”

      Enzo stopped.

      “Good boy. Good boy.”

      Enzo turned and came back. The training held. The words reached him through the excitement, through the woods, through whatever magnificent adventure was taking place inside his Labrador brain.

      Enzo came home.

      Relief is too small a word. It was as if somebody had returned my entire life to me while I stood barefoot in the road. I grabbed him and ran my hands over his face, his back, his legs, needing touch to confirm what my eyes were already telling me. He was safe. Bella was safe. Both dogs were thrilled. I was scratched up, my feet hurt, and my heart was still trying to leave my body.

      Enzo looked at me with the cheerful expression of a dog who believed we had all just participated in the same game.

      We had not.

      Back at the house, there was a punishment, but I no longer had the energy for jurisprudence. Enzo went to Place: maximum security, memory foam. He stayed there for a while with water, food, and a bed more comfortable than furniture owned by many human beings. Bella received a lighter sentence for the simple reason that I was exhausted.

      The only condition that mattered became permanent. Neither dog would go outside again without a lead. Enzo’s ass had lost unsupervised outdoor privileges for the remainder of his natural life.

      Later, Lorenzo made coffee and Enzo pressed his body against mine in bed, his head on my chest as if the entire afternoon had been designed to bring us to that exact arrangement. I kept one hand on his black fur. My scratches still burned. My feet still hurt. My heart had begun to settle.

      I thought about how close the road had been and what almost happened, then forced myself to stop because he was here.

      Safe. Breathing. Home.

      When I was young, somebody was always calling me back. Somebody was always standing between me and the road.

      I understand them better now.

      Come. Good boy. Come home.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Things That Come In The Morning

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          When the Monsters Clock In

        

      

    

    
      At four in the morning, it begins.

      Not Lorenzo. The broom.

      It starts rattling against the bedroom wall. Thunk. Thunk. Thunk. The broom has been doing this for years and has stopped pretending to have manners about it.

      Enzo is the first to respond. He rolls off the bed, trots to the corner, and barks once toward the broom, announcing to the household that the car has arrived and Lorenzo’s ride is idling.

      Bella Valentina opens one eye. She looks at the broom. She looks at Lorenzo. She sighs the enormous sigh of a dog who has seen this exact show far too many times to buy a ticket again, turns one slow circle, and burrows back into the blanket.

      For approximately three minutes, the kind, gentle, compassionate man I love resembles Dracula before sunrise. Not evil. Never evil. Just catastrophically uncaffeinated. Avoid direct eye contact and any question that requires more than a grunt.

      It is, in the interest of public safety, time for coffee.

      I sprint to the kitchen. Enough coffee to get a man airborne.

      By the time I get back, Lorenzo has swung one leg over the broom. It hovers a few inches off the floor. He gives me the look that says I love you, but words are asking a great deal right now. Then he launches through the bedroom window into the dark.

      And here is the part nobody warned me about when I was lying in that bed with twelve inches of Italian wood on my chest, guarding my neck against the whole roster.

      They all show up for work.

      Halfway across the predawn sky, the Befana pulls up alongside him. Witch to witch, near enough. She and Lorenzo have an arrangement now. From the apron pocket I always assumed was strictly for coal, she produces a steaming mug and passes it into his hand without either broom losing altitude. Centuries of terrorizing children, and it turns out the old witch can deliver coffee.

      He takes one sip. His shoulders drop. The scowl dissolves. The broom settles into a smooth cruise.

      Down below, everyone else is at their post.

      The Omo Nero stands at the tree line, watches the coffee land, checks it off a list, and slips back into the woods. Dracula looks up from the yard and decides this one is clearly spoken for. And the rabbit. The rabbit with the impossible teeth and the two black eyes like a well you drop a stone into and never hear it land. The one I could never find a rule for. He sits on the roof, his stiff dark ears against the last of the stars, and nods as the broom clears the trees. Even he got a job. Even he shows up for the shift.

      Because the man on the broom is not Dracula.

      He is Lorenzo. He is the one who knows which mug is mine. He is the one who laughed with me when things were funny and stayed quiet when they weren’t. He is the one who carried me the year I couldn’t quite carry myself, and never once brought up the weight. He is the one I chose, and the one who chose me back.

      And Mariuch is safe. Twelve hundred feet away, in her own bed, in her own house, close enough to walk to before the coffee cools. The woman who once sat on the edge of my bed in the dark and sang until the monsters got bored and went somewhere else. Still here. Still the last word.

      So I stay on the ground, where I’m useful. Enzo is at the door now, up on his feet, ears forward, poised and alert like an antelope who has heard something in the tall grass, ready for a threat that is never going to come, magnificent and completely unnecessary.

      I crack the eggs into the pan. I pull out Mumma’s coffee pot, the old one, the one that has made ten thousand mornings, and I set it on the heat.

      Three childhood terrors and one flying witch are somewhere over the trees making absolutely certain the man I love gets his coffee before the day dares to ask a single thing of him. Enzo is guarding the kitchen from nothing.

      And standing there, with the eggs going and Mumma’s coffee coming up, I can finally say it plainly.

      Life is good.
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      I am here.

      – Reek-ee
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