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1972 

 

Joan moved around the empty featureless cell of a room. She imagined filling it 

with light, but then felt the sickness in her stomach, and she lost all interest, laying down 

on her hospital bed, waiting to vomit. She breathed heavily, sweat breaking out on her 

forehead and through her underwear and her dress, until the urge passed.  

She got up and faced the wood-framed mirror over her bureau. From the doily it 

sat on, she took the wooden hair brush. She brushed her stringy red hair away from her 

eyes and her furrowed brow so she could see, but it fell back. She tried again, slowly. 

She didn’t like what little she could see. Her hospital room contained the bare 

bed, an old wooden dresser, blue now from coats of leaden paint. A small colonial-style 

lamp, completely out of place in the Spartan environment, stood on top of the dresser 

with a dusty, old cone-shaped lamp cover over it. But like a too-short skirt on the 

irresistible legs of a Catholic school girl, it wasn’t sufficient to stop the light from shining 

directly into her eyes. It would make her sick again. She could almost imagine she was 

pregnant again—she knew that feeling better than most—it had run through her body in 

sickness or in health eleven times. But this wasn't it.  

She looked away and closed her eyes for a long moment. The light still penetrated 

her eyelids, beating on her pupils and irises, keeping her awake despite her every desire 

to gain unconsciousness. Giving up her futile effort, she opened her lids slowly, blinking 

to look again at the bare walls. Hospital white and green. There was nothing to cover 

them, and she couldn’t imagine what she would cover them with. Posters of far away 
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places? There wasn’t a place far enough away to which she could escape. She wasn’t 

going to be here long, anyway. She would move on soon enough, she was sure of that. 

No need to make herself at home. This was no home, no place to try to make one. Let the 

next nurse do that if she were so inclined.  

There was one impression that interrupted the blank whiteness, however, a 

shadow on the wall where a cross used to hang. It was put up by one of the nurses who 

was here before her. Joan had taken it down, put it in her underwear drawer. She told 

herself she didn’t believe. Still, she could see the shadow. It was hard to ignore. She 

might as well have left if up. The priest would ask about it, but she didn’t care. She 

would lie about it, tell him it was gone when she had gotten here. He might believe that. 

Of course he’d want her to get a new one, but to hell with him. She’d just say "yeah" and 

probably nothing would happen. 

She got up off her bed with difficulty, her stiff lower back pivoting by degrees, 

until she was up unsteadily upon her feet and could open the top drawer of the bureau, 

which contained a few pair of panties. Her fingers shaking, she reached under them, and 

then under the dirty ones behind them, around the cross besides them and found what she 

was looking for. She pulled out her oddly curved glass flask, her hand wrapping neatly 

around it. Why did these flasks have concave shapes? So you could strap it to your thigh? 

She remembered a childhood Sunday School story of King David keeping a leather strap 

around his thigh, tautened when necessary to help him find the truth, to know God’s will. 

She unscrewed the metal cap and her nostrils inhaled the bitter sweet smell that escaped. 

It slipped down and the warmth covered the insides of her throat, past the metastasized 
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knot that was already like a fish hook in her throat. Perhaps, she mused, now flopping 

back down on the bed, her flexibility magically restored, a New England pastoral view 

adorning her walls would improve her surroundings.  

She had always wanted to work here, she just didn’t expect it would be like this. 

No one had, not even this last priest, whom she had gone to see, (or for that matter any of 

the priests before). But this one was at least better than the one before him. He had taken 

her seriously, he was not a drunk and he had suggested she call him. She had called him 

after a while and he had come, finally, after a month, after what, no doubt, were endless 

negotiations. Or was she being paranoid? 

The flush of well-being was already battling an inchoate but definite feeling of 

sorrow. She was now caught between the pain of the priest’s certain caring and the utter 

failure of her own motherhood. She still couldn’t understand how such a thing had 

happened to her, but of course in some sense she did know. It had happened to her father, 

even if that useless old goat had deserved it. She took another sip and sat up on the bed, 

knowing the pain was still there, just muted. Feeling somewhat better with this last sip, 

she struggled to her feet again and looked at herself in the mirror on the bathroom door, 

turning to examine her backside. The sparrow that had fluttered in her stomach had flown 

up her throat to land on a joist within her skull. She took another look at her shapely 

behind, took another sip and it was time to dress for work.  

 A half hour later, in the same underwear and a slightly rumpled white dress with a 

few coffee stains dribbled on the front and her nurse’s cap like angels’ wings pinned to 

her now thinning red hair, she stepped carefully out of her room, locking the door behind 



! 4 

her. She was in the hallway, her name tag, Nurse Joan, pinned askew on her shapely chest 

for all the patients to read: the new ones who hadn’t met her yet; the forgetful ones who 

couldn’t remember their own names; those that couldn’t or wouldn’t read and then those 

who most seemed out-of-place, who could read and remember and liked order, liked her, 

liked the semblance of stability in their lives so much and were so attuned to the nuances 

of change that they would have complained if she had worn a different uniform or moved 

her name tag. 

She passed through a steel door that led out of the nurses dorm to an 

administrative wing. Walking quickly past the offices, keeping her eyes down, she did 

her best to walk steadily, not wanting to attract attention. She still had a job to do and had 

always been good at it, maybe because like many a good Irish nurse she had a touch of 

softness but most of all the stomach and toughness for it, and she wasn’t going to let 

anyone, husband—or no husband now—priest, administrator or head nurse stop her. 

 She had called her Dad, up with her sister Patty in Vermont the day before. Not 

because she really wanted to talk to him, but just to talk to somebody, some family, the 

emptiness like a ghost gnawing at her from within. She had kept him on the phone for 

five minutes, some kind of record. She’d even talked briefly to Brett, who had answered 

the phone. Bright young five-year old who'd just started school. Joan liked girls and had 

hoped to raise her own. Still did, though that was looking increasingly unlikely. Jack had 

taken the kids and she hadn’t even put up a fight. What was wrong with her, how could 

she let him? Was she really so afraid that he would destroy her if she put up a fight as he 

had threatened? The irony was she was destroying herself by having given in. 
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 A second steel door. Didn’t realize how long she was standing in front of it. She 

had to push the buzzer to gain entry from someone on the inside. She snorted. Did anyone 

hear her? She held the buzzer down hard to get someone’s attention until she did. 

 “Nurse Joan, can I get a pass? Can you let me out, Nurse Joan?” cried out Mike, a 

small wiry man and who, seemingly like everyone else, reminded her of her husband. 

Sometimes she wondered if it wasn't her instead of her patients who belonged in this 

hospital. Then she would get caught up with a start. She did belong in this hospital.  

 Along with Mike, the softer, crazier ones were on her immediately. But even this 

cacophony was muted compared to her first years on the psychiatric ward and then the 

full-blown asylum. The days of howls, the sickening repetitive thwack of fragile skulls 

against walls, the attempted exorcism of unwanted spirits were mostly gone, medicated 

out of existence. With the march of science and the advent of Thorazine and other anti-

psychotics, few patients had the extreme mono-maniacal frenetic willpower to over-come 

the numbing effects of the drugs.  

“Nurse Joan, you look good today, can I have a pass?” Mario, a brick layer in a 

previous life, with the muscles to prove it, also reminded her of her ex. And now a 

kinder, more poignant voice: “Mrs. Flacco, Emily said I have to stay on the ward until 

January, is that true?”  

Before Joan could answer all these questions rushing at her, she dealt first with a 

more imposing problem. She waved big Davy back. Tipping 250 pounds and standing 

six-foot-three, he was quiet and simple, except when he pushed his fist through a wall or 

someone’s head through a window. Thankfully, he liked her. “Hi, Mrs. Flacco.” 
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 “Hello, Davy. No OT today?” 

 “No, Mrs. Flacco, everyone’s off today, on account of it being Saturday.” 

 Saturday! Holy Saturday! How could she be so stupid? No wonder it had been so 

quiet in the admin hall. But then, how could she remember? One day was like the next 

here, and not just for the patients.  
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CHAPTER 
 

1976 

 

Jack shifted smoothly into third as he rounded out from the farm onto the 

Hamburg Turnpike, his baby running smooth. It rocketed forward, taking the dip, the 

bump and jump over the railroad tracks lifting her from the earth for a moment’s flight 

before he reasserted control as she landed, bucked and banked into another curve along 

the river and shot straight ahead, the hot mimosa TR-6 streaking like a yellow flame.  

He sat low in his bucket seat, the six-valve engine humming smoothly, his ass 

only a foot or so above the road. He looked at his boy next to him who was tightly 

holding onto the door handle, his other arm in front of him across the top of the 

windshield. He turned his attention back to the road, feeling every hump and wriggle.  

He slowed down enough to make the hard right onto the Newark Pompton 

Turnpike, roaring through the small residential heart of the town, past the Dutch colonial 

that sat catty-corner on the road’s edge like the old toll house it was, past his old 

dollhouse of a home, the first he and Joan had owned, and past the school, fire 

department and the attached municipal offices, where sitting next to them like an annex, 

was his law office. He rocketed past them all now, neither slowing nor looking at 
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anything but the road. Then, quickly, he was past the National Guard grounds with its 

solitary heroic tank pointing outwards to protect against wayward Russians, and he was at 

the traffic circle. Some fool in a dark green Nova was lulling there in the left-hand lane 

trying to negotiate the circle like he’d never driven a car in his life. Jack flew past him on 

the right, seeing that all was clear, that at the second intersection there was nothing 

coming down the hill that could remotely catch up to him, and so he jetted two-thirds of 

the way around the circle and then shifted into fourth as he hit 60 and flew onto the 

highway and pushed it upwards, wanting to hit 80 mph on his way to the interstate. He 

was steaming his way along the old familiar sights for a fast mile when he suddenly saw 

smoke come steaming from under the TR-6's hood, only a bit at first, as if an errant wisp, 

but then massively, surely, certainly. He slowed down, de-accelerating quickly, 

negotiating over, lane-by-lane all the way to the right, but not quite fast enough as the 

flames now erupted from under the hood, flaring back into the open-top car. He managed 

to jockey the car across the continuous white line onto the shoulder and into safety and 

slammed the breaks so the small car shuddered to a stop on its unsteady frame. His boy, a 

teen-ager really, Number Four—Four for short—hopped out first, using the door. Jack, 

30 years older but youthful and only slightly less limber in his lumbar, was but a second 

behind, jumping over his door like he was Mannix making another miraculous escape. As 

they fled down the road, the car became fully engulfed in super-heated flames. The two 

of them high-tailed it back up the highway trying to get as far away as fast as they could 

from the inevitable explosion. Jack waved cars away from the slow lane, trying without 
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success to get them to stop altogether—managing only to push them toward the fast lane 

and shoulder on the left.  

He looked back down the road at his baby, fully engulfed now, the passenger 

compartment aflame, plastic smoking, burning and even the metal melting. The gas tank 

being under the back trunk, it might take another minute or two before the explosion. He 

and Four were now 50 yards down the road, far enough away. He watched as it melted 

down in front of his eyes.  

 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 
 
 
  I was walking backwards down Main Street. I'd look over my shoulder for a quick 

peek and then turn my head back and walk blind for a few steps. I dared myself to go 

ahead (that is, backwards) without looking, hoping, having faith that I wouldn't trip over 

anything like a fireplug, or a metal road sign or a person. It was a true test of faith. If I 

were faithful, I ought to be able to do this. What was the expression? Blind Faith. Like 

the band. Since I knew the band was sending me secret messages, I decided I might as 

well put my faith into action, put it to the test. I mean if I couldn't trust God enough to 

protect me when I walked backwards, then how could I have faith when he wanted me to 

jump off a mountain and fly like Superman or to rule the world?  

 So I took another look over my shoulder and then tentatively walked a few more 

full-length, firmly-planted steps backwards. It didn't hurt that I had great balance, still, I 
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was afraid not only that I might hit something, but that I might wander into the street and 

get hit by a car. Or a bicycle. Or a car crossing the sidewalk going into or out of the 

National Community Bank which I was approaching.  

 Bill the postman walked by the other way. "Hi, Max."  

 "Hi," I said back.  

 "What are you doing?" Bill asked smiling while he kind of walked backwards 

now, looking over his shoulder at me as he continued on his way. The mail waits for no 

one, and it won't wait for me, as Mick Jagger said. Or might have said. 

 "Walking backwards, Bill," I said.  

 "That's what I thought," he said, as if it were as natural as the sun coming up in 

the west. "Have a nice day. It's good to see you out walking."  

 "You too." Postmen understand these things.  

 Looking back at him as he receded into the distance I counted off four unsteady 

steps. This wasn't getting any easier. I was so focused on my mission I didn't see the cop 

show up. The Poverdale—sorry, Riverdale—Police. The cruiser pulled up along side me 

and the window came down.  

 "What the hell are you doing, son?" An ugly face leered at me. Keeping my feet 

firmly planted, I turned my torso around to look in the direction I was walking toward. 

Only about a hundred yards separated me from the river and the town line. I could run for 

it and make it over the bridge before this cop could respond. Technically, I knew the local 

cops couldn't arrest me when I was in the next town. But though my dad was a lawyer, I 

wasn't that confident of my legal theory. Besides, there was nothing stopping him from 
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grabbing me on the Pompton Lakes side and dragging me back over here and pummeling 

the shit out of me. And from the looks of him, he was entirely capable of it. Not to 

mention desirous of it. 

 "Walking backwards," I said. I squinted through my thick-framed glasses at the 

rectangular silver nametag on his chest with the black lettering: "A. Ragazzi." I wanted to 

ask him if the A stood for Asshole, but I was fairly certain that would lead to a beating. 

 "You can't do that."  

 "Can't do what? It's a free country."  

 "Not here it isn't," he grinned. If he'd had a sidekick, he would have split his sides. 

"You just can't be all weird on Main Street, son. You should know that. Are you high?" 

The aggression in his voice rose with his intonation. 

 "No. I'm practicing backwards walking."  

 "On the sidewalk? In the middle of the day?"  

 "It's safer than backwards walking at night," I reasoned logically. "Or when you're 

drunk." A. Ragazzi didn't say anything to this and continued to stare at me. I panicked 

and asked him in a squeaky voice I was immediately ashamed of if it were illegal to walk 

backwards.  

 "Unless you're a circus clown!" he said, chuckling aloud, this time unable to 

contain himself. "Listen, whether it's legal or not is not the point. The point is you 

shouldn’t be walking backwards." Then, a kicker. "And, yes, it probably is illegal.” He 

paused. “Why are you doing this, son?”  

 "God wants me to."  
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 "OK. Get in the car. That's enough."  

 "Sure, we going somewhere?" My attempt to sound like a smart ass was falling as 

flat as if I'd fallen over backwards. 

 A. Ragazzi didn't answer. Apparently, we were going somewhere—to the jail. 

After a moment's thought, I gave up any attempt to climb into the cruiser backwards, and 

so just popped open the door, slid in and lightly pulled it shut behind me. A. Ragazzi  

drove down the rest of the way toward the bridge and then instead of crossing over the 

river into Pompton Lakes, he made a sharp right on to River Road on the Riverdale side 

of the river. It was about this point that he thought to ask me my name.  

 "Max Flacco."  

 "Uh, Flacco, huh?" A. Ragazzi shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He had picked 

up the wrong guy. My father was not a force to be fucked with in this two-bit town. Any 

such somber realization was soon dissipated by the crackle of the radio and the female 

dispatcher's voice: "We need a patrol unit to respond to a car fire on Route 23. Repeat, 

car fire on Route 23, south of the circle." Since there were only two police cars in 

Riverdale and one of them was the chief's—it meant this radio burst was more or less a 

private transmission for Ragazzi, A.  

 He picked up the hand receiver. "Roger that, Louise. I'm on it." He had been 

given a big out and he was obviously happy. He flipped on the screaming siren and 

flashing lights and stepped on it. We hit sixty for like two blocks and then River Road 

shifted to the right to intersect with the Newark-Pompton Turnpike—one of the main 

arteries through town. He pulled up short at the stop sign, looked both ways and then 
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sped out to the left, stepping on it again for another eight seconds before he screeched to 

a halt outside the municipal building.   

 "OK, get out and turn yourself in. I got an emergency."  

 "Roger that, Louise," I said, getting out. This time I slammed the door shut behind 

me. But A. Ragazzi was already speeding away, kicking up a hailstorm of pebbles and 

sand behind him as he fled down the turnpike.  

 I was left standing in front of Leo's Towing and Bodywork. Leo was my dad's 

helper when it came to cleaning up various clients' messes—sweeping up broken chips of 

glass and pieces of twisted metal and then towing away drunken wrecks before the police 

arrived; making dents and paint scrapes and other evidence of malfeasance disappear 

before insurance adjustors had a look, that kind of thing. Across the turnpike from Leo's 

sat the municipal building, which contained the municipal chambers, which doubled as a 

courtroom and an all-purpose meeting room, the police headquarters and the head-

quarter's two-cell jail. Across the municipal building's parking lot sat my dad's law office, 

forming, along with Leo's, an unholy trinity. I crossed the street, debated going left or 

right and then walked smartly, facing forward, up the steps into my dad's office.  

 As I entered, I said "Hi" to Sylvia—commonly referred to as "Sexy Sylvia" by my 

brothers—my dad's bosomy, brash and bleached-blonde secretary. Her desk presided 

over the waiting room, which with its plush, stately blue rug, comfortable furniture and 

copious magazines reminded me of so many psychiatrists' offices, the kind of place 

where if I were there, it usually meant I was in trouble. "Is he in?" 

 "No, he's got a trial in Morristown."  
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 "I just got arrested and I'm supposed to turn myself in next door." 

 "Really?" Sylvia looked up, her features brightening. She was a competent, tough 

woman in her late thirties whose personality was belied by a soft, round and pretty but 

intense face that could sometimes lull men into thinking she was going to give up 

whatever it was they thought they wanted. She wore a starched white blouse that 

accented her figure and a tawny pleated skirt that came to above her knees and could 

keep you over occupied if you let it.  

 "Yeah, some cop named A. Ragazzi. D'ya know him?" 

  She snorted. "Yeah, Ragazzi. One of Riverdale's finest. Not the brightest bulb in 

the chandelier."  

 This was good news. It most likely meant my dad didn't think too much of him, 

either, since Sylvia was pretty good at channeling his views. I sat down for a second. All 

this walking forwards and backwards and getting arrested and released had tired me out. I 

crossed one leg over the other just like my dad did and let it bob up and down for a few 

seconds. But I couldn't sit still, so I jumped up using just the thrust of the single powerful 

thigh muscle of my left leg—one of those muscles that gave me excellent balance and 

helped me walk backwards. I walked around the room touching each piece of furniture 

and counting to myself and thinking that they ought to make backwards walking an 

Olympic event.  

 "Any idea when Dad will be back?" 

 "He usually calls at lunchtime to tell me how court's going. I hear you're back 

from school..." I wasn't close to Sylvia and with me having five brothers, it's a wonder 
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she could tell any of us apart. But I knew she would have known the outlines of my 

convoluted car crash of a story, since my dad was an obsessive talker and really, for a 

lawyer, not great at keeping his mouth shut. And it must be said, for better or worse, 

matters of family shame didn't slow him down a whit, either. He'd say anything to 

anybody if it was part of a good story. It was both his best and worst quality. I suppose it 

also partly explained his genius for lawyering: he didn't hesitate, mumble, stutter or 

pause. He'd sink his teeth into an argument and hang on like a mad dog until his opponent 

was thoroughly thrashed. I should explain that that behavior included the way he treated 

all six of his sons. We were the gravy to his meat sandwich. 

 "Yeah, I've been back for a while. They kicked me out," which wasn't saying half 

of it. I was the smart one. Now, I was also the crazy one. But, like I said, I'm sure she 

knew that. She must have gotten a bellyache's worth of complaints from my dad about his 

Ivy League drop-out son. With what might have been a forced smile, she said, "I see." 

Years of practice with my dad had served her in good stead in keeping her real feelings 

bottled up. But I think she kind of liked me anyway, because she could tell I liked her, so 

maybe it was just my paranoia on high alert. 

 "What'd you get arrested for?" Sylvia asked. She was playing with a stack of 

papers on her desk, but it was more like she was shuffling a deck of cards.  

 "Walking backwards down Main Street. In this town you're not allowed to do 

that." I said it like the law was a personal affront against me, common sense and decency. 

 "Really? I didn't know that."  

 "Apparently, yeah. And, well, who did?"  
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 "When was that law passed?"  

 "I'm not sure it was. That's what I want to ask Dad about."  

 "I'm pretty sure it's not a crime. It may be a Ragazzi special."  

 "A Ragazzi special?" 

 "Some of our patrolmen are known to, how do you say—make up shit as they go 

along?—just to intimidate your average citizen." Like I said, Sylvia was no dummy. 

 "Yeah? Then I should sue the bastard." At that time, among lawyers plaster 

figurines which said 'Sue the Bastards' were very popular. One lawyer Dad knew had a 

vanity plate that read: Sudabastids. Why shouldn't I take up the cudgel? At this juncture, 

with everything that had happened, I might not have been headed down the road to law 

school like the old man wanted, but in this way I was like him—I wouldn't give an inch 

to anybody when it came to pure obstreperousness.  

 "Is that right?" Sylvia asked. 

 "Yeah, for false arrest. False imprisonment. Emotional intimidation. Libel." My 

mind was spinning. "I could take this all the way to the Supreme Court. The SuSperm 

Court. Ha ha." I looked at Sylvia and she gave me a crooked Charlie Brown smile. Not 

three months ago the psychiatrists at Greystone Park had told me, among their numerous 

diagnoses, that I had hebephrenia—a less well-known form of schizophrenia associated 

with making up words, disorganized thinking and "thought blocking"—when a patient 

suddenly stops talking as if someone had stolen their thoughts right out of his or her 

fricking head. Except with me, "thought blocking" was no delusion—I had pages and 

pages of notes—no, not just notes, but evidence—that famous rock singers' "so-called" 
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rock songs were really songs about me. They were stealing my life story. Or, worse, they 

had simply done the easy thing—the most invidious and insidious thing—and gained 

access to my brain waves and stolen my thoughts. You call that art? Where's the 

goddamn copyright protection? Where's the law when you need it, instead of chasing you 

down the sidewalk for walking backwards? Would it have ever occurred to a cretin like 

A. Ragazzi that my walking backwards was my protection against someone stealing my 

thoughts? Instead of an act of insanity, walking backwards was the ultimate act of sanity, 

throwing off these rock n roll vampire ghouls, keeping them from dropping in uninvited 

on me and my inner sanctum sanctorum through their hallucinogenic LSD 'trips.' Bob 

Dylan was notoriously guilty of this kind of bad faith, monopolistic behavior. Hell, half 

the people at Greystone could have told you that. And of course, it was no coincidence 

that Dylan had spent a number of years visiting Greystone under the guise of paying 

homage to his friend Woody Guthrie, who was not only not crazy but had never stolen 

anyone's thoughts. It was while Dylan was at Greystone that he learned the dark arts of 

brain-wave stealing. Dylan had an uncanny ability to look through time and space and 

displace my thoughts into his songs and onto his records. I had a whole journal, a book, 

really, where the evidence was clearly laid out. Without using words, I had tried to 

explain this to my father one evening. On my bedroom stereo, I played for him Dylan's 

1975 song "Hurricane" which includes the line "in Paterson that's just the way things go." 

What more needed to be said? My dad and mom had grown up and prospered and met in 

Paterson and I had been born there for God's sake. QED. Case closed.  
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 "You don't seem too intimidated, Max." Sylvia who now sounded a bit like my 

father, who had a way of continually throwing a spanner into my plans.  

 "No, but I was ready to be intimidated, which I think is the real legal argument 

here. If Raggedy Ass Andy had dragged me into the damned jail, I would have screamed 

for the ACLU. Then, I woulda let them all know for sure who my dad was." 

 Sylvia responded calmly. "I think, legally, that might mean you would have 

intimidated them." 

  "Yeah, something like that," I said noncommittally. "Anyway, tell my dad I was 

here." 

 "I sure will."  

 But instead of walking back—and backwards—out the front door, I walked like a 

darting swallow quickly past Sylvia and down the hallway. My dad's office was there and 

I peaked inside. I didn't like to go in there by myself. He had only one picture on his 

desk—Maria. That's Dad's second wife. She's tried to control everything since my mother 

left but she'll never have my heart. Frankly, she freaks me out—even her picture freaks 

me out—I think she's a witch or something. So I quickly walked past the office and went 

into the conference room that doubled as his law library. An oversized, ovoid black-teak 

table filled much of the room. To me, it looked like a UFO had barged into the room to 

take up a command post, hovering slightly above the ground. The library's walls were 

lined with rug-to-ceiling, reddish-brown cedar bookshelves, all filled with law books. The 

effect was warm and comfortable but serious—despite the disconcerting presence of the 
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spaceship-like conference table that gave the office a claustrophobic feel and left little 

room for pacing or even leaning back in your chair.  

Sylvia followed me back to the conference room, either having nothing else to do 

at the moment (and since anywhere in the office was within earshot of the telephone) or 

because she'd had specific instructions from my father not to let the "crazy" son alone. 

She watched me as I took down one of the Wethersfield leather-bound law books, 

yellowed with age and slightly crackled, and purposely thumbed through it. "I’m looking 

for walking laws, Sylvia," I explained gratuitously. Or not so gratuitously. The eyes of 

Texas were upon me and they tended to make me feel guilty. Like being in a room full of 

thin, good-looking Germans. And in one of those ironies that only another mental patient 

could understand, it made me crazy to think that somebody else might think I was crazy.    

 “Oh,” she said, perhaps surprised by my confident manner though I'm fairly 

certain she knew I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing.  

 “What are you looking for, Max?” she asked.  

 I flipped some pages. "I'm not sure really; but I’ve always wanted to look through 

these books. They're like Father Time himself. I want to be a judge. You know what the 

Bible says about judges, don't you Sylvia?" One other thing I had learned from 

Greystone: Talking about religion was a fairly sure way to make people feel 

uncomfortable and with a little luck either put them on the defensive or scare them. 

 "Judge not, lest you be judged?" 

 "Good guess. That's how most people respond." It's true. We are a society dipped 

in Jesus, even if we turn around, pick up AK-47s, spray the shit out of everything in sight 
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and act like we've never heard of the guy. But I had been doing my research and had 

another answer for her. "Shall thou reign, because thou closest thyself in cedar? Did not 

thy father eat and drink, and do judgment and justice, and then it was well with him?" 

She didn't ask, but like the good college student I had been until fairly recently, I added 

the proper citation: Jeremiah 22. King James Version. 

 Getting no further reaction from Sylvia from this admittedly somewhat obscure 

verse, I name dropped: "My dad is a judge."  

 "That's true," Sylvia said, seemingly relieved not to have to talk about Jeremiah or 

bullfrogs.  

 "Everyone says we should not judge unless we be judged," I began to explain. I 

could also be like my dad in this respect—totally didactic. "But everywhere I see people 

making judgments. My dad does it for a living. Does that make him a bad man?" This 

was a rhetorical question, of course, but also the kind of thing that pushes schizophrenics 

over the edge. During one argument, I had indeed spat this question at my old man. It's 

the kind of conundrum that a truly rational people would stumble on. Like, how does 

America pride itself on its Christian ethics and then support a military the size of 

Armageddon? My dad had made an attempt to answer this as I recall, but he already 

knew it was the kind of question only a schizophrenic son would ask. I had found my 

own answer. My thinking had changed. There was a time and place for everything under 

the sun—including judgment—to hash up another old biblical saying. 
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 True to my theory that schizophrenics talking about religion make most people 

greatly uncomfortable, Sylvia, no shrinking violet, had not responded to my last 

comment.  

 Since my dad was not around, I doubled down. "God wants me to be a judge, you 

know—to judge mankind." At this point, well along in my "crazy" career, I would 

normally have been much more circumspect in making this kind of remark. I was quite 

aware that a comment like this could get me locked up for psychiatric evaluation. 

Curiously, I only half believed my own insanity. In part, I had used a comment very 

much like this some months earlier in front of a review committee to sound normal and 

get re-admitted to Dartmouth. "I'd like to consider a career in the law, like my dad, and 

someday I'd love to be a judge," I told them. That was the last part of my penance for re-

admission after having been booted out in my freshman year for some seriously scary 

acting out related to my religious grandiosity. As part of the re-admission process, I had 

turned in a grueling reading list, which included Gandhi's Autobiography (he was a 

lawyer), The Bible, The Qur’an, The Journal of George Fox (a founder of the Quakers) 

and Red Star Over China—Edgar Snow's journalistic account of the communist takeover 

of China. There was a theme to these readings—great actors in history, social justice and 

religion, which given my dossier, should have given any half-sentient admissions person 

serious pause. But like many a mental patient before and after, I knew intuitively what 

those who sit in judgment of our mental health want to hear. I gave it to them, it worked 

out and I was readmitted. Needless to say, I was still crazy as bat shit. So it should have 

come as no surprise that several months later I slipped off again into the deeper end—
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more convinced than ever that I was the Incarnation of the Second Coming, even as I, in 

my spare time, chased around campus a poor woman who, I had decided in the spirit of 

gender equality, would be my "co-messiah." I never did meet another patient in all my 

labyrinthine passages through the public and private mental asylums in the years that 

followed who was ever willing to share top billing. Maybe my line about being a judge 

worked before the Dartmouth review to the extent it did because I was trying to have it 

both ways, to be crazy like a fox, while trying to have a normal life. It's what I've come to 

call the schizoid compromise: How could I weld together grandiose thinking about the 

Second Coming with the collegiate goals of academic success and a youthful appetite for 

life? As any good Christian—Catholic, Orthodox or Protestant—knows from the Nicean 

Creed: "...and he will come to judge the living and the dead." So, settling on the "career" 

of judge, which was, after all, the family business, seemed a clever way to slither past the 

censors. As for Sylvia, I felt I could let a little more of my lip show, as it were. Entire 

careers in Washington have been sustained over far worse lies of credibility and 

deniability. Where, after all, does the line of propriety fall if a.) God wants me to judge 

humankind b.) I have a calling to be a judge c.) I think I want to be a judge, because d.) 

being a judge is a good job?  

 I flipped the law book over to the cover, my ring finger keeping my place. 

Wethersfields were antiquarian case-law tombs. My dad had inherited this set from his 

first boss and later partner, Sal Bocce, who had never left Paterson. I had heard Dad brag 

to a client over the telephone at home one day that the books dated from the 1850s and 

included a court case from the US District Court for the Central District of Illinois tried 
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by Abraham Lincoln. I'm not sure if this was true or just some of my dad's usual bullshit. 

They certainly looked like they could have been from Lincoln’s time. The leather-bound 

thick cardboard-like covers contained hoary pages inked with the strictest legalese, an 

affect intensified by ancient syntax and antique fonts. Opening a volume up was like 

opening up time itself, seeing what wisdom the ages, like some antediluvian crone, could 

cough up. But seeing into such deep recesses was like having a Bible without the good 

parts, the Old Testament stories of love, betrayal, and wrathful, irrational and 

unpredictable kings and prophets—not to mention a manic-depressive God. Dry is not the 

word for a law book. Lincoln supposedly had schooled himself on such reading. To my 

mind, this was not possible, not without his nurturing some serious grandiose fantasy 

alongside it to make it bearable—say, becoming president and freeing the slaves. 

 “Your dad would probably know,” Sylvia said. I looked at her blankly and then 

she added: "Whether walking backwards is illegal."  

 I nodded. "I know, I was just trying to save him some time. Give him a leg up for 

the lawsuit and trial." I opened the fragile casebook again. 

“Lawsuit?” Sylvia asked, leaning against the doorframe. She was enjoying me 

now that she could see that I wasn't going to rip pages out and my reference to the Divine 

seemed to be a one-off. 

"Sure. We’re going after these guys. Sue the bastards." I was still trying to boast 

like my old man, even if my imitation lacked the zest of the original. 

“Don’t you to have beat back the arrest first?” Like any good legal secretary, 

Sylvia was half paralegal. I could see her eyeballs focus in warily on my index finger as I 
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ran it up and down the page. She was afraid if I really did something stupid the blame 

would fall squarely onto her shoulders. I could imagine what was going through her head: 

My father is leaning over her, shouting at her, drowning her out. ‘You did WHAT? You 

let my idiot of a son in here to ruin my books? What in the hell were you thinking?’  

Ignoring these images, I answered her question like the son of privilege I was. 

"Dad'll take care of that." I was still under the delusion that my dad cared enough about 

me to use his professional expertise to extract me from any legal difficulties. I may have 

been his biggest failure—after my mother and my brother Marcus, and maybe Junior and 

possibly Four—but I knew, or I thought I knew, he would step up to defend me. 

“I’m sure he’ll appreciate your confidence,” Sylvia said, smiling. The phone 

started ringing. She went back down the hallway to her desk. A few seconds later she 

called to me from the reception area.  

"Your dad and brother are over at the hospital. The TR-6 caught on fire." When I 

didn't answer she called out again. "You want to come? I’m going over to pick them up.” 

Then, though I hadn’t asked, she added, “They’re OK.” 

I sighed and put the Wethersfield back on the shelf. I shuffled out to the front and 

then followed Sylvia out to her brown Gran Torino with the enormous doors—they were 

like five-foot-long wings. Seeing her outside on this beautiful cool morning, the breeze 

flapping at her skirt, I agreed with my brothers: Sexy Sylvia. For a woman who was 

about twice my age, she had it going on. There were worse ways to spend a few minutes 

than taking a drive with her and a gander at her legs.  

"How do you do it?" I asked when the car started moving. 
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"Do what?"  

"Put up with my dad." 

"Oh, that." She laughed. "It helps to have a sense of humor. And not take any shit 

from him."  

"Yeah, I could see where that would be handy." Despite my frequent adrenalin-

fueled bouts of contrariness, I was not always so strong in this department.  

 My brother Four was standing there in front of the emergency entrance to Chilton. 

My father was pacing back and forth behind him like Napoleon in a blue suit. From 

inside the car, I could hear him thinking. His brain was always wound up, working non-

stop. Mine was like a potato compared to his.  

 "Look out," Sylvia said as she pulled up to the curb. She knew what was coming. 

I opened the passenger door and scuttled into the back. Four followed in behind me. Dad 

got gruffly into the front and then slammed the Torino's door. “Hey, just because your car 

is ruined is no reason to destroy mine,” Sylvia complained. 

Dad huffed. “You don’t know how lucky we are to even be alive! The whole thing 

happened”—he snapped his fingers—“so incredibly fast. That God-damned Limey car 

went up in twenty seconds. If I hadn’t been able to pull over like Mario Andretti and yell 

at Four to get the hell out of the car, we’d have been roasted.” 

"You're my hero," Four said. I looked at him and he rolled his eyes. Dad ignored 

him. There was probably some version of the truth in the old man’s report, but you’d 

have to understand that no matter what the story was, it was always about Dad. And then 
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you'd have to reason out the exaggeration factor and there was no telling on first hearing 

how big that factor was: He could tell some pretty incredible stories that were true. 

 Dad directed Sylvia to drive us home to the farm and then began describing in 

vivid detail what happened. "I gunned it out of the Riverdale circle onto Route 23 and 

decided to take the highway down to I-80..."  

 Sylvia interrupted him. "To go to Morristown?"  

 That's what I was wondering—it was not the fastest or the most direct route to get 

to Morristown. Not for the first time I thought my dad must be crazier than me. Even at 

19 I realized he was having a midlife crisis. On top of that he must have been in shock 

now because totally out of character for him, he sputtered for a second. "Well, yeah, but, 

you see..." 

 "He wanted to go fast," said Four, leaning forward from the back seat so Sylvia 

could hear him.  

 "I see," she said, smirking. 

 My father ignored this. "I got her up to 80 down past Nagle's Candy Barn when I 

suddenly noticed flames leaping out from under her hood."  

 Incredulous, I looked over at Four, who nodded.  

 "That's when I pulled it over and we leapt out of the car and ran down the 

highway as fast as we could in case the god-damned thing exploded." It didn't, as Dad 

explained, but within a minute the car was complete engulfed in flames. He mumbled 

something about "my poor baby" and I thought for a second he might weep—but he had 

never done that and I didn't yet know if weeping were a sign of a midlife crisis. Dad 
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loved that little car—a bright yellow '73 Triumph Six. He'd bought it for himself three 

years before as a middle-age present to himself after he divorced my Mom and was about 

to marry Maria. The car was like the a little package that said, "There's no slowing me 

down." It was so small you could have wrapped a bow around it.  

 After a moment of funereal silence as Dad mourned the loss of his little yellow 

fire-bolt, I asked Four why he was all dressed up.  

“I was going to court with the Old Man.”  

"What’d you do?" My first thought, of course, was that he'd set fire to something 

again.  

“Nothing. Just going to watch His Personage perform in person.”  

"I never did that. How come you got to go? 

“Because I asked.”  

I considered that. "I guess your plans went up in smoke." 

“You’re hell-arious.”  

"So are you." I decided to one-up him. "I got arrested." 

Four cocked his head toward me. “You what?”  

"Some cop, A. Ragazzi—I think he’s Tony Ragazzi's father—pulled me over. 

Said he didn’t like the way I was walking." 

Four snorted and leaned forward to speak to the front seat again. “Dad, Max was 

arrested.” Four smiled happily. His morning hadn’t been a complete waste.  

My father who had been chattering on to Sylvia again about something stopped 

and leaned his head back. “What?”  
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But it was too late to worry about an answer, we were home now. With her left 

blinker on, Sylvia turned confidently across oncoming traffic into the driveway of our 

seven-acre idyllic anachronism in the middle of suburban New Jersey known to one and 

all as "the farm." She pulled up next to the dark green Country Squire station wagon with 

the fake wooden panels that screamed country landowner in the same way that polyester 

screamed fashion to an RCA salesman. The Country Squire blocked the gate that 

separated the barn and outbuildings from the closely cropped lawn of our Dutch colonial 

farmhouse. Dad, opening the gigantic passenger door, exited, and we started to pile out, 

but he put out his hand to stay Four's arm. I tried to slink around Four to get out as Dad 

stooped over and stuck his head back in the car to tell Sylvia he would see her back at the 

office in an hour. Then he slammed the car door. Sylvia yelled at him again as she backed 

up with a brake-induced squeal, which startled the pigs in the pens on the back side of the 

farm-stand into grunting, and then she pulled out onto the road, going off back down the 

way she had come.  

Dad pushed opened the black metal fence-gate that separated the farmhouse from 

the fields. He held it open so Four and then I could walk through ahead of him. As I 

passed by, Dad gave me a kick in my left calf, causing my leg to buckle. I lurched 

forward and, as if I didn't know better, whined, "Ouch! What was that for?" 

“What’s this about you being arrested?”  

"It was nothing." I wished now I hadn't bragged to Four. "Officer A. Ragazzi put 

me in the back of his patrol car for a few minutes to scare me. That’s all." 
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“Ragazzi—that asshole? He was just out at the car fire,” Dad said, walking behind 

me now down the cement pathway that led to the house. He told me that Ragazzi had 

stood around unsuccessfully trying to flag the highway traffic to a stop before the fire 

department turned up to hose down the car and douse the flames as the TR-6 completely 

disintegrated. Dad explained he would have handed Ragazzi his head if he had in any 

way attempted to yell orders at him and Four. I figured Ragazzi knew who knew my 

father was and he didn’t attempt to mess with him, especially seeing as how Jerry B., the 

Police Chief, rented the National Historic Nudie Bar from Dad as a side business. I 

suspect if Dad had known A. Ragazzi had just picked me up on a vagrancy charge, the 

TR-6 wouldn’t have been the only thing burning.  

Dad liked to say how he never ceased to be amazed by either the stupidity of his 

clients or his six sons. He supposed the behavior of one group helped shed light on the 

other. Unlike his clients, however, he didn’t have to pretend to like us. He reached out 

and slapped me in the head from behind. “What the hell were you doing?”  

I cringed but I didn't dare turn around for fear of a full frontal slap. "Nothing," I 

said as we neared the house. "I thought you said Ragazzi was an asshole."  

“He is an asshole,” Dad growled, “but that’s my business, not yours. Now, what’d 

you do?”  

I launched into a pre-emptive defense. I was merely walking down the street, I 

said. Backwards. Minding my own business. "That's not breaking the law, is it?"   

“I’ll be the judge of that,” he barked. I knew nothing annoyed him more than 

clients who began their explanation not with the facts but with an interpretative preamble 
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trying to establish their innocence. We reached the house and walked past the large 

kitchen windows on the left. On the right was a large side lawn with an old-fashioned 

stick fence, which, at its the far end, separated it from an acre or two of fallow fields. The 

farm itself was nestled into a Northeastern flange of the Ramapo Mountains, the extreme 

eastern edge of the Appalachians—as close to New York City as the great mountain 

range that defined early America ever approached. At the far end of the fields, near where 

the property line met the railroad tracks which crisscrossed Riverdale, sat a small stream-

fed pond used as a water source by our motley collection of cows, sheep, horses, pigs and 

goats. 

“Tell me,” Dad insisted. He had paused as he often did in front of the glass-

encased porch to look out over the fields and admire them and the work he had done to 

re-establish the farm since his semi-retirement.  

"I was walking backwards, that's all. Lots of famous people have walked 

backwards. Look at Richard Nixon." Since my father had been the local head of the 

annual Clambake for Nixon at Valley Spring Lake a few years earlier, I was prepared to 

duck if he tried to hit me again.  

“Don't be funny. You acted like an idiot. What is the matter with you? You're just 

like your mother.” I knew this comment was coming. It was, in fact, the endless bone of 

contention between us. My father had convinced himself I completely took after my 

mother, especially since I was the most ardent among my brother in siding with her in the 

divorce. Since I was now certifiably crazy given what had happened at Dartmouth, it was 

clearly entirely my mother's fault, though she hadn't survived the divorce, and was now, 
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in fact, dead. I know he believed I was on a mission of vengeance against him—first over 

the divorce, secondly over her death—with my sole object being to humiliate him while 

screwing up my own life. I was off to a pretty good start. In the past year I had been 

tossed out of Dartmouth not only for stalking the above-mentioned woman but mostly for 

completely losing my shit (and I mean that literally) by covering myself with excrement 

and running around campus naked like John the Baptist screaming about how the 

kingdom of God was too big to handle. Considering Dartmouth's motto was "Vox 

clamantis in deserto," Latin for "a voice crying in the wilderness," a reference to both 

Dartmouth's location in the wilderness of New Hampshire and John the Baptist 

announcing the coming of his cousin, Jesus, I thought my actions were pretty 

synchronistic; that is, not only were they evidence of God's existence and, indeed, of his 

immanent presence but of school spirit. Of course, they were also substantiation not only 

of my total madness but of my complete and utter fear of women and the thoroughly 

predictable end of all this is that I was duly tossed into the loony bin.  

I couldn't see it at the time, of course, but my dad had a point. My mother had 

destroyed herself not so dissimilarly and not so long before this. Thus, on the one hand 

my dad acted like my antics were no surprise to him, but on the other he was still angry 

every time I engaged in a new stunt (and I believe now he was still very angry at my 

mother). Walking backwards fit neatly into that category.  

I, on the other hand, believed I had no ulterior motive (except perhaps romantic 

conquest, and I do mean conquest) and no plan but world domination—and not because I 

wanted it but because God did. If anything, I was very, very much against the idea. But 
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these beliefs, despite a series of rapid and repeated stays at institutions of higher 

psychiatric learning (as I was wont to call them) and the forced ingestion of enough 

psychotropic medicines to addle a plow horse, could not stop my compulsive fantasies. 

Instead, I withdrew even further, enclosing myself inside a thick, barely translucent glass 

cage of self-protective secrecy that no amount of beating, punishment, misdiagnosis or 

misguided treatment could undo. My psychiatric "treatments" had, ironically, forced me 

out of pure necessity into further schizoid isolation. Like many a mental patient before 

me forced to learn the hard way, I tempered my remarks to the people who mattered. At 

home on probationary court-ordered release, I took my meds voluntarily, at times 

doubling and even tripling my dosage to see if they would have any affect on me. I would 

also get stoned and stare into the sun, as I imagined the ancient Egyptian pharaoh 

Akhenaton would have, to see if I would go blind or if I had a special gift.  

I pulled open the storm door. Dad followed and we passed through the enclosed 

porch and mud room into the carpeted kitchen. The south wall of the kitchen was 

comprised of three large side-by-side windows that looked out on the farm. In front of 

them stood a massive oak table that looked like one King Henry the Eighth might have 

owned, especially with the spiked chandelier that hung above it and the "king" and 

"queen" throne chairs at each end. It was fitting decor for a house that had its own troupe 

of knights to feed—along with me five other teenage boys. "They eat me out of house 

and home," my dad liked to complain. Maybe, then, he should have been more prepared.  

He turned his attention away from Four and me and tried to reach Leo on the 

telephone, but Leo was still out at the meltdown scraping up the leftovers of the Tr-6 off 
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the highway and loading them onto his flatbed. Dad then called the Morris County 

Superior Court clerk to let her know he wouldn’t make it in. Afterwards, he mumbled 

something about how the opposing attorney would be upset to have the case delayed. 

"Fuck him. Serves him right. That bastard has hit me with so many fake motions he could 

be in a Chinese martial arts movie, but it's going to do him no good. He knows I'm in for 

the kill on his sleaze-ball client." That client was the Motel on the Mountain, a Suffern, 

N.Y., defendant in a big personal liability case Dad had brought. In one of Dad's 

unending supper monologues he had told us his client's husband had been electrocuted in 

a bathtub—not unlike the Buddhist-loving Trappist monk Thomas Merton—at the Motel, 

a notorious gay hangout. Dad claimed it was faulty wiring but he kept making jokes 

about "pop goes the weasel." I didn't know if he meant the man who died or the Motel.     

I headed to our refrigerator, the size of a walk-in closet. Covered with paneling, it 

was easy for visitors to miss it on first sight since it looked like part of the wall. They 

were always surprised at its size. I pulled hard to overcome the significantly strong 

suction that kept its door closed. I went straight for the meat drawer and the sliced ham. I 

grabbed some Gulden's mustard and white bread and started making myself a sandwich. I 

had stopped worrying about my quasi-arrest. I had told my father and the responsibility 

had slipped from my shoulders and was now in his court, figuratively and literally, since 

Dad was also the municipal judge in Riverdale.  

A minute later Dad hung up the phone and went over to see what kind of lunch 

materials were available. Apparently he had been looking forward to the ham, his 

appetite enhanced by his near-death experience with the TR-6. Nothing in the meat 
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drawer. "What is wrong with this goddamn house? Doesn’t Maria ever buy groceries? Is 

there never anything to eat?" That's when he looked over at me, sitting down at the table. 

The fixings along with the empty plastic bag of ham were spread out in front of me. I was 

busily munching away, halfway into my sandwich, my face buried in Wednesday’s 

Suburban Trends, the local twice-weekly paper and my future employer. Dad walked up 

to me and for the second time in ten minutes walloped me across the head. This time he 

meant it and my ham sandwich went flying across the length of the table.  

"What was that for?" I asked plaintively, scrunching down low so he couldn’t hit 

me again. This annoyed Dad even more and he managed to swat me again slapping a 

corner of my scalp as I slipped off the heavy wooden "queen's" chair and out of range.  

“For eating my goddamn ham sandwich. And for walking backwards through 

town! What’s the matter with you?” he snarled again. “I live and work in this town. Is it 

not possible that I can do that without my son acting like he’s crazy? It’s bad enough 

your mother had to be that way." 

As I believe I mentioned, I was naturally sensitive to comments about my mother.  

"Ham bone, I don’t like your damn tone," I replied, my voice somewhat 

dissociated, but nevertheless I had dared to confront the old man. My dad stared at me, 

stupefied, unbelieving. Though I felt justified, I knew I had crossed some invisible line 

that I hadn't ever before even in all the craziness of the past two years and that I certainly 

never would have at twelve, when I looked up to the old man as the greatest guy in the 

world. But nineteen now, a college drop out, medicated, angry and impulsive (not to 

mention delusional) I saw things differently. Scrambling around the table, I picked up the 



! 35 

pieces of the ham, bread and tomato and reassembled my sandwich. This action, more 

than my comments, seemed to spring Dad loose from a momentary stupor, enraging him 

even more. He walked to the stove, part of a big green island in the middle of the kitchen, 

picked up an empty bucket-sized soup pot and threw it at me. But I was ready. I raised 

my arms—casually taking another bite of my reassembled sandwich—and the aluminum 

pot bounced off them, hit my head and then dropped onto the kitchen table before 

skidding off and ringing harmlessly into the window. 

After watching it come to a stop, I made my move, crossing the kitchen and going 

around the stove toward my father with quick, determined steps—I placed the 

reconstituted ham sandwich on the counter top while chewing and swallowing what was 

left in my mouth. I'm only 5'7", but I towered over my dad by four inches. I reached my 

arms around him and with an enormous bear hug lifted him a few inches into the air 

while squeezing him as tight as a lemon. I wanted to twist all the sour flavor out of him. 

As I squeezed, I think both of us wondered where I would stop. My father was agog, his 

jaw flopped open like a dead fish's. 

 I wanted to hit him square across the jaw, but I knew I would need more than 

new legal counsel for my ‘walking crazy’ charge if I did. I knew the old man would have 

me put in jail. As the air went out of Dad's lungs, I matched the sound with a 

simultaneous grunt of my own. I let him down easy and kissed him on the cheek. "I love 

you, il padrino Ham Bone," I whispered in his ear.  

Dad, unmoved by my misplaced filial display of strength and courage, not to 

mention my use of the mother tongue, freed himself from my grasp and stepped back. He 
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stung me with a hard slap across the cheek. “Don’t you ever speak to me that way again!” 

The duel was over, but even with my face ringing and my father raging, I could see I’d 

won, won something, though I didn't know what. At the very least with my surprise 

lemon squeezer, I had fought him to a standstill. A historic first. I had never bested my 

dad in a conversation in my life, though it would be true to say my father didn’t have 

conversations. He had arguments. So for me, forever defeated on the field of debate, 

despite my superior if truncated Ivy League education, success came in the form of 

bigger if not tougher genes (though still less than the average American male) and a 

reversion to an Italian stereotype. But come it did and, if anything, judging the whole 

episode, I was happy with my self-restraint. I could have broken my father in two, though 

to be sure it wasn’t so much out of love that I didn’t, but out of fear. I was sane enough to 

be afraid of where my own uncontrolled anger and emotionally maniacal illness might 

take me.   

He had not expected my attacks, especially the physical. I wasn’t sure just how 

worried I should be about it; there was no telling where all this might lead. As during the 

previous two years whenever a series of episodic events went south for me, things 

seemed to be speeding out of control. And my father, with his pure-blooded Sicilian 

temperament and his Napoleonic personality, was not to be fucked with.   

I stepped back and said jauntily, "Thanks for lunch," skipping the hambone 

reference this time. I left my half-eaten sandwich on the table, my hands trembling, and 

walked out onto the east lawn, which led to the apple orchard. I had helped my dad plant 

most of these trees in the northeastern corner of the property where the Paterson-
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Hamburg Turnpike met the railroad tracks. I still needed advice on the legality of 

backwards walking, but I'd blown that one big time, an event that would come to haunt 

me in the final confrontation with the law and my youthful insanity in the not too distant 

future as my father lay dying. For now I’d lost any desire to walk backwards; I had other 

things on my mind. How was I supposed to know the old man wanted ham?  

    ,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, 

At one point in my childhood I had appeared to be Dad and Mom's favorite—the 

thoughtful, studious third child, the likely future lawyer. That crown had come to rest on 

my head only slowly, after Dad had realized number one son, Junior, was more 

mechanical and less legal minded and after Dad had thrown number two son, Marcus, 

himself subject to fits of rage, once or twice across the room and put his head through the 

sheet rock. In English legal tradition it's the first son who inherits the land. Curiously 

enough Junior went on to agricultural school, inspired by the farm and growing business. 

The second son goes into the military, and Marcus, after his own fashion, fought his own 

private rebellion fueled by drugs against the law, everyone in the family a lot of people 

he called friends. The third son, me—if you don't count my brother Luke who died 

stillborn—would be slated for the priesthood. Is a lawyer a kind of priest? Maybe not, but 

he is a counselor-at-law and strangely, our Catholic church was called the Good Counsel 

church. Go figure. Synchronicity—enough to make an overly imaginative and sensitive 

teenager read much too much into it.  

So, I became, for a time, the heir apparent of the kingdom of Flacco though 

trouble soon enough came knocking for me, too, though a good deal later, at the dawning 
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of the age of schizophrenia, which for most people is around 18. A combination of 

factors brought it on in me—including hallucinogenic drugs, grossly inadequate social 

skills and the loss of my mother—especially the loss of my mother. Of course your 

mother is to blame, the doctors would endlessly explain. And my dad would concur, 

cleverly hiding his role in all of this.  

I wandered across the east lawn under the outer shade of the giant sugar maple 

that held sway over the yard like the tree of life itself, extending outwards toward all of 

the lawns, orchards, fields and out-buildings. The tree, strategically situated just this side 

of the loose strewn rock wall that separated the east lawn from the south, was older than 

the Dutch Colonial farmhouse its shade protected. A few years earlier a ruddy tree 

sawyer and arborist by the name of Jake Straw had come to trim dead branches and 

install steel rods and cables into the crotch of the aging tree to try, vainly, to keep it from 

splitting apart. Straw said it was by far the oldest sugar maple—acer saccharum he called 

it—he had ever seen. The tree was six feet around at the base of the trunk, reached 140 

feet in the air and it could well have been 400 years old, Straw explained. Sugar maples 

are known, of course, for maple syrup and their spectacular other-worldly red, yellow and 

orange autumnal colors—especially, as I had noticed the previous fall, when you're high 

on acid. Native Americans, who taught the white man about maple sugaring, used the 

golden colored syrup as money and for trade. I wondered if our maple had been tapped 

by the Indians. The tree had been there as generations of farm families had come and 

gone. From the original Dutch farmers, the Van Duyns, who in the early 1600s had built 

the house and barn at a time when they might have shot at raiding Lenni Lenape Indians, 
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to the time of the English, generations passed, until it went out of their hands and into a 

variety of newer, fresher blood lines.  

The new blood lines came at a cost. Across the river from the farm was Federal 

Hill, which was also the furthest point west and north of Manhattan where New York 

harbor could still be espied, and was so used and thus named in the Revolutionary War 

by Washington’s troops. It was also the site of the Pompton Mutiny, a notorious rebellion 

by locals in the army who'd had enough of military life and of not getting paid; thirteen 

men were lined up and shot to death by a firing squad. This tarnished facet of the region’s 

history went mostly unremarked upon in the town's fifth grade social studies classes and 

except for a single roadside sign which pointed out the site to the historically curious, it 

was hard to find any acknowledgement of the town's real history.   

The western flank of Federal Hill glanced back at the farm, which now had 

become the property of my father, a scion of immigrants. My dad returned the land to 

work after years of fallow pasturing by the previous owner, Dan Warnock, whose main 

interest was his Ford dealership. We turned the soil over again with the help of the ’49 

Ford tractor Warnock had left behind. Soon enough we realized why Warnock had let the 

farm go to seed—while the flood-plain soil that made up most of the land was rich in 

loam and hidden life, rocks grew out of it like weeds. We had hauled a sledge around 

behind the tractor for weeks pulling rock upon rock out of the ground, but there was no 

end to them. No sooner was one rock relieved of its place in the field then another would 

somehow shake, slither and squeeze its way up from underneath and pop out on the 

surface. No wonder America had moved west.  
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Still, my dad persevered, took courses with the county ag agent, and soon we 

were boring holes for young apple saplings. Dad borrowed a backhoe to try to dig the 

holes the easy way, but because he had planted the first trees too closely together, he 

couldn’t fit the gangly machine through the small rows of the orchard. So I had to help 

dig out dozens of new tree holes by hand and replant them. It was back-breaking work, 

especially with the old man there, hassling me over every little thing to hurry up and 

finish and me just wanting to borrow the Country Squire to go to the football game, hang 

with my friends, flirt with girls and smoke dope. Dad was always eager to get on with it. 

And while he was impatient, ingenious and a workaholic, I was painfully introverted and 

thanks to messing with drugs to a point well beyond my understanding, a temporarily 

schizoid young man on a mission, no longer secret but still sacred, to save the world—

especially after I learned to keep my mouth shut. I had never even bothered to try to 

discuss it with Maria, my stepmother. My mom, the one person who might have 

understood my compulsion, was long gone and now dead. And that was just the way 

some people wanted it, it seemed to me. Paranoid? Maybe, but that remained to be seen.  

I swept past and under the giant maple, through the rough-hewn pine gate and out 

into the south orchard. It was early March, too early for apple buds let alone blossoms. I 

wandered down one row of trees and then another, turning abruptly at right angles until I 

was lost in an acre of trees, their splendid spindly branches stretched out in all directions 

creating a trellis above me. They ensured that I couldn’t be seen from the second floor of 

the house, where Four might be hanging with his head out of the bathroom window, or 

having climbed all the way out, be sitting on the pitched slate roof above the kitchen 
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toking on a joint, avoiding the old man, and soaking up the rays. With a nice hummer in 

the hand and the refracted angle of the roof, the roof could warm right up, the rays 

coming through the tangle of leafless branches from the mother of all maples. If you 

really wanted some March time warmth, you would head over to the greenhouse Dad had 

built the year after we moved in, where you could toke up to your heart’s content and 

roast in Miami-like heat, as long as you avoided any time the old man would be in there 

watering his two thousand white blooming lilies, readying them for Easter. The old man 

was crazy about the lilies. I understood. When you were high, the slightly acrid smell, the 

bright whites and waxy greens of the leaves would overpower you in a blaze of color and 

sensation. I knew the old man was more focused on profitability and whether the garden 

stand would sell out of the flowers too quickly during Easter week or not sell at all, 

something that I in my nineteen years of wisdom couldn't fathom—though I'd had a fairly 

successful pot business out of my high school locker. (My agriculture success had fled 

when I arrived at Dartmouth with a pound of weed in my luggage, too afraid to advertise 

my wares and so had just smoked myself into ever more darkened corners of paranoid 

schizoid oblivion.)  

I lay down in the tufted grasses around the base of a young apple tree, my head 

propped up against its trunk and I looked up into space. The blue sky was patched with 

white clouds. I thought of the next part of my plan. The arrest was really the best thing 

that had happened to me. It was the path I was looking for to take me right to the top. It 

could go all the way to the SuSperm Court. I would become a folk hero, I would take on 

the law and would win—regardless of what The Clash had to say. Who were they 
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anyway? Some Johnnie come lately punk band that weren't able to send me cosmic 

messages through the ether. Maybe the period of cosmic communiqués, like the Lenni 

Lenape, had passed on. Or maybe I had entered a new period of devilish complexity: The 

Clash's special message was that they had it all backwards. Their lyrics were a trick, only 

for those who knew, those who could see through to the truth beneath. Yes, could it be it 

still worked? That I remained on course, at the center of all universes, known and 

unknown, getting divine advertisements. Nothing had diverted the course of the mighty 

river that was God pouring into me. 

As I lay there looking up into the clouds, the cool of the soil seeped through my 

jacket and jeans, slowly chilling my body, the earth not unlike a womb ready to reject 

me, to cast me out into an indifferent world. I got up, shook myself free of the detritus of 

broken leaves, dead grass, twigs and dirt, and headed to the far corner of the farm where 

it came to a triangulated point with the road on one side and the railroad tracks on the 

other.  

I leapt over the fence that separated the farm’s pointed property line from the road 

and crossed the old, busy, two-lane highway where it met the railroad track, following the 

rails around the bend and out of sight. A hundred yards along, I decamped from the rail 

track embankment into a sumac forest of junk trees and abandoned car bodies from the 

50s. This had been a popular dump site in the old days, though now it was mainly 

employed by hikers, dirt bike riders and the occasional mystic deer. At least that's what 

my hippie friend Tim described—how he held a deer's antlers and did a dosey doe with it 

in the forest like frauleins under the Maypole from some Medieval dance. It was an 
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overgrown temperate jungle, with swampy brackish soil overflow from the nearby 

Pequannock River. I followed my way through the myriad tracks to my main goal, the 

old Bund camp. A dirt road led up to Federal Hill and Camp Bergwald. This place was 

filled with grandiose dreams. Not only had Washington’s troops used this very hill during 

the 1770s to put down a minor mutiny, American Nazis had taken possession of it in the 

mid-1930s! True—the German-American Bund movement was Hitler’s attempt to create 

a fourth arm in the US with the masses of German-American heritage. German-

Americans were then the most numerous ethnic population in the US though the Germans 

should have realized how little that meant given our response to all things "Fritz" during 

the First World War. My German grandfather said a lot of shit in his time—undoubtedly 

I'd gained a certain grandiose tendency from him—he said he was a famous trumpet 

player in the Big Band era until, "I lost my lips," whatever the hell that meant—but he 

had never claimed to have anything to do with the Nazis or the Bund camps. When I 

thought about it, it occurred to me that it might actually make more sense that he had 

gotten mixed up in all that than all the other crap he claimed he'd done. But then again, he 

might not have been too eager to advertise the fact. 

 I found the beginning of the old dirt road that led up the hill. The road predated 

the Germans and may have been as old as the Revolutionary War. But the Germans, as is 

their wont, had improved it, laying logs across it to stop erosion. The Bund movement 

was partially financed from Germany, but mainly run by fanatical German Americans 

who ran German youth groups parallel to the Boy Scouts. Though they weren’t called 

Hitler Youth here, the young boys and teenagers were practiced in the fine art of the 
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“Heil Hitler” salute. I huffed my way up toward this steep rocky butte on the deeply 

rutted road. Atop the hill was a two-acre lake dammed by the Germans. All around the 

lake sat the foundations of the numerous camp buildings, bunk rooms, kitchens and store 

rooms, almost all of which had crumbled down to their concrete foundations and on top 

of which lie chaotic heaps of rotted lumber, tarred paper and roof tiles.  

 The camp was still unclaimed and abandoned 40 years after the FBI had busted it 

in 1939 in a pre-emptive strike before war broke out. It had been wunderbar for kids 

from town who would wander around up here. I had often wondered if any of my 

schoolmates' parents were involved in this, but no one ever admitted it. As I reached the 

top of the hill, the road leveled out and I walked through the more heavily wooded 

section up to the lake, which because of the natural process of sedimentation, was now 

more a pond. It had been a cold March, and a large icy floe still remained in the middle of 

the water, covering much of the pond's surface and making it look like the yoke of a giant 

raw egg.  

 I climbed onto a rock along the dam, threw off my clothes and dove into the icy 

water head first, bursting out near the edge of the ice floe yelling “Lancaster." I quickly 

climbed back out onto the same rock, standing there, shivering. I turned my body to the 

sun and I lifted up my arms in homage to its warm rays and then raised my eyes to stare 

into its white hot brilliance. I started to see spots and then the spots rapidly expanded, 

filling my range of vision until the moment when I could see nothing: I was blind. Where 

had my simple gift gone? Suddenly, all the rules seemed to be changing. Cosmic 

messages were all awry and now the sun, my friend, bore into me like death. 
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 "Ahem."  

 I turned my head in the direction of the throat clearing, trying to see through the 

opacity of nothingness. "Who's there?" I asked, not seeing a thing.  

 "It's me. Ray." 

 "Ray? Ray? Do I know you? Do I know a fucking Ray?" Despite the icy coldness 

from my plunge into the lake, the undercurrent anger and rage at my father began to 

bubble up again—especially when I suddenly became aware of the fact that I was 

standing completely naked in front of some total stranger sporting a hard-on like a steel 

cable. Me, I had the hard on, not the stranger. I couldn't see a fucking thing and was still 

standing there like Jesus with my arms stretched out, until I reached down to cover my 

crotch with both hands. As I did, it was like scales lifted from my eyes and slowly I 

began to be able to make out forms. They were like shadows, trees, but then I could make 

out the outline of a man standing there, maybe twenty feet away. He said nothing and 

neither did I as my eyes slowly cleared. I realized then that I knew this guy and, in fact, 

his fucking name was Ray.   

 He was a guy I had run into a few times walking the railroad tracks. He was 

friendly, didn't seem to have a job; was a track-walking, trail-hiking kind of anonymous 

looking towheaded white male, about 5’10” and 185 pounds of indeterminate age. He 

wore thick brown-framed glasses with closely cropped hair—not military but not Peter 

Frampton. He was friendly without being obsequious, educated without being pedantic 

and not obviously gay. "Nice erection," he said, which could have been ironic, but then 



! 46 

he complemented his compliment with his own look of longing. I was silent, stunned. 

Then, he urged: “I’ll be your sex slave.”  

This was a first. I'd never heard anything like what Ray had just said, not even in 

the mental hospital—and I'd seen and heard some pretty weird shit: There was this bald, 

short guy Howie who would follow me around making beeping noises like he was 

making phone calls to my penis. And the most irritating part was that my penis kept 

answering. I wanted to kill the guy. The surreal quality of that experience had only been 

strengthened by the nonchalant response of the duty nurse, who when I complained, 

simply told Howie to cut it out. Later, I couldn't figure out if it had really happened or 

not. I remembered it happening, but it didn't seem possible to me that someone could be 

calling my penis over an imaginary telephone.  

It was happening again. I mean, this was real. Had I ever met a guy named Ray 

who walked on the railroad tracks and who suddenly appeared in front of me as I was 

standing naked on top of Federal Hill on a cold March day? Was this a vision? Was he a 

Nazi? Or a message from God? 

I had never thought of myself as queer or even bi-sexual, but if I were the chosen 

vessel, then maybe there was a purpose to this encounter. God's suffering servant must 

understand every niche of experience, bear every cross and taste every bitterness to 

understand what it means to be fully human. I had discovered sex—well, masturbation—

the very day my mother left and it had always to me had been like a giant UFO hovering 

in the sky—it blotted out all other concerns or interests. But my sexual awareness was 

mainly limited to fantasizes of women’s breasts. I was obsessed with masturbation, a 
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modern-day, guilt-obsessed Onan, aiming ever inward with my eye of lust while spilling 

my seed anywhere and everywhere with reckless abandon. How else could I explain the 

fact that I had an icy cold erection after diving into a freezing lake? 

I stared at Ray as if unsure I'd heard what he said. While I had an abiding interest 

in skin magazines featuring women with enormous knockers, I couldn’t fathom anyone 

actually sexually desiring me—which was why I couldn’t even get laid at Greystone, 

despite all the boobs attached to readily available women ready to give it a go at a 

moment's notice. My penis betrayed me now, actually gave up and down wink, an up and 

down bobble, wagging at Ray. I was still looking at him. I continued to look at him until 

he walked up to me, got down on his knees and showed me what he meant.  

 After he had worked on it for a while, I asked him to stop. I was still standing 

naked on a rock. My eyes had returned to something like normal vision. The man, this so-

called Ray, on his knees in front of me, looked up and asked, “Why?” 

 I pulled away and reached for my clothes. "It's just enough." My dick felt like it 

was a hydraulic pump, as if it didn’t belong to me. I thought it should feel less like a 

buoyant piece of rubber for some guy to slurp on and more like—like, well, I didn't know 

what but something more. I managed to squeeze back into my jeans while keeping my 

bent cock safely away from the dangerous brass teeth of the zipper. I put on my shirt and 

denim jacket and then, hopping around on one leg and then the other, my socks and 

shoes. I realized I much preferred rubbing myself against my sheets while hugging my 

pillow in the dead of night. It had none of the messy complications of this encounter—

and Maria, despite being a witch or maybe because she was one, never in all the years 
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that I lived in her home ever said a word about my stained sheets. This experience with 

Ray was physical sensation, but it lacked feeling—it was certainly a lot less satisfying 

than squeezing the breath out of my father. If there was a moral to this story, I sure as hell 

didn't know what it was. I looked up and Ray was gone. I never did see him again.    

 Later, at supper there were just four of us: The old man, who had calmed down 

and was ignoring me, Maria, little Suze, me and Four. We were working our way through 

pork chops, macaroni and cheese and broccoli when I heard it again, this time from Four: 

“I want to be your sex slave.” I looked up, more startled than the first time. Clearly, the 

little sneak had followed me up to Federal Hill and watched the whole thing. Four was 

smiling; he’d said it deadpan, loudly, apparently apropos of nothing and didn’t look at me 

when he said it. I turned various shades of scarlet. I looked down, took my knife and cut 

furiously away at the gristle from the chop.  

Dad lifted his head and eyed Four. “What the hell are you talking about?” 

 “Ask Max,” Four said, glancing at Dad and nodding his head in my direction 

without looking at me. “I want to be your sex slave,” he repeated softly, gratingly and 

just loud enough for everyone to hear. My sister was too young to understand this. Maria 

said nothing. My father had probably had enough of all of us that day, was suffering the 

first stages of grief of losing his Triumph and a brush with death and was probably still in 

shock. And so for what may have been the first time in his life, he said nothing.  

 I didn't realize it then, but I had joined him in the painful and unsettling feeling of 

shock. It was neither the first nor the last time we'd share a disturbing, violent and 
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traumatic event. But unlike my dad, my tongue was loosened by my experiences of the 

day.  

 "Shut up, you—jerk," I said clumsily, feeling my response somehow inadequate 

to the situation. The worst part—aside from the severe humiliation—was the 

confirmation of what had happened. By the time I had walked off the mountain, I had 

convinced myself I had imagined it. I was good at denial, if nothing else. I didn't yet 

realize I had inherited this defense from both my father and my mother. Four hadn't 

bought into my revelation that I was the messiah nor my theological pronouncements 

about the incarnation of the Godhead, not that he likely understood or cared about much 

of anything I had to say. Nor did anyone else in my family. The fact that no one did just 

confirmed me in my belief—in that way only a paranoid schizophrenic can—by using 

facts contrary to my cause and plugging them into the Biblical claim that a prophet is 

always a loser on his home court.  

 Dad just shook his head as if to say "Who can understand these crazy kids?" 

Maria, firmly ensconced now as mother to my sister—having gone so far as to legally 

adopt her after my mother's death—looked at Four and me warily. But she let the moment 

pass, holding her fork in her fist like Zeus holding a lightning bolt at the ready. 
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CHAPTER 
 
1970 
 

 So when Suze was born, and she lived, it was a celebration. We and our parents 

had lined up in our Sunday best for the local newspaper. “Six Boys and Now a Girl!” the 

breathless cut-line under the photo had said. I could be seen sticking out my tongue at the 

camera, an impulsive act of rebellion that made me sick for days worrying about what 

people would think until the photo finally appeared in that Sunday’s paper. Suze had 

been born in late June and was three weeks old when the photo was taken. So by the time 

it came out, we had taken flight to our summer home in Beach Haven, the shack at the 

shore where we ran around half naked all summer, shirtless and shoeless, turning such 

swarthy Sicilian brown that our rich Philadelphia neighbors shut their doors to us.  

None of that mattered to me, what did matter was that I did not have to live 

through the humiliation of being ribbed by my school friends about the photo with my 

tongue sticking out. I was deeply ashamed of it, had hoped the newspaper wouldn't use 

the photo, maybe because I realized it made me look foolish and would garner me 

unwanted attention and that I had ruined the picture—a fact my parents wouldn’t like. In 

fact, I needn’t have worried about any of it—especially my school friends. I never saw 

most of them again. By the end of the summer we had moved back to our overcrowded 
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house in Stonelight Estates, the house I had lived in all my life, but we didn't stay long. 

Just weeks before school began we moved. In typical fashion my father mentioned 

nothing to anybody until the last minute. We packed up and moved within days. There 

was no time for crying and barely enough time to say good-bye to Joe, my best friend 

since kindergarten who lived up the hill.  

“No, I didn’t see the photo,” Joe told me when we met. I breathed deeply and 

exhaled.  

“My mom wanted a daughter," he explained. "She’s always telling me that.” 

“It’s not such a big deal,” I said. “They look, funny, you know.”  

“What do you mean?” Joe asked.  

I had been having funny dreams about wrestling with Sabra, the Jewish girl next 

door whom we both hated. “It’s icky. You won’t believe it.” 

“What?” he asked plaintively, though I think he had a better idea of what I was 

talking about than I did.  

“They don’t have a dick. They have slits.” 

“Slits!?” Joe asked, incredulous. This seemed to be news to him. He’d heard 

something about holes from his older brother, who read a lot and knew about all kinds of 

things we weren’t supposed to know about. 

“Yeah, it’s like the bucking horse outside the Acme in Pompton Lakes, where you 

put the nickel in for a ride.” 

“Yeah?” Joe asked. He knew I had a way of talking with certainty about things I 

had no idea about. 
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 “Yeah,” I said. “There’s like three slits. You put the nickel in the middle one.” 

 “Did you do it?" 

 "Do what?" 

 "Put a nickel in?” 

 I looked at him like he was crazy. “Of course I didn’t put a nickel in. I said it was 

like the bucking horse, I didn’t say it was a bucking horse.” 

 “Ah, I don’t believe you anywya. How do you know?” Joe asked. Normally, he 

was pretty reticent about challenging me, at least on the first go round. But I was 

betraying him, moving away, leaving him behind to face sixth grade alone. It wasn’t fair.  

 “My Mom had to go out and told me to watch her. I did. She was in the bassinet 

in a blanket. I was watching her for a while, and she was getting cranky, kicking her legs 

and her arms and she wouldn't take the bottle. It was hot, so I opened the blanket up. 

That’s when I saw it.” 

 “You saw it?” 

 “Sure I did. It was right there, only I couldn’t figure out how she could pee.”  

 Joe waved his hand at me in disgust. I could tell he was jealous. “You’re making 

this up.”  

 I had once given Joe karate lessons during playground, claiming I was a blackbelt. 

I’d also told him I was an American Indian. I swore up and down I was not making it up.  

 “So how do they pee?” he asked. 
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 “It just comes out the hole from what I can tell,” I said, guessing. I was actually 

not so sure about this, since I hadn’t seen it happen. “Or maybe it comes out her butt.” 

We both laughed, entertaining that thought. This was more like it. No wonder girls were 

weird.  

 But I saw my mother and father put diapers on the baby just like they had my 

younger brothers. I’d seen them lift up her legs and wipe her bottom from underneath of 

all the pus-like green crap. My mom had even asked me if I wanted to help, but I had 

passed on that. “It’s kind of gross,” I told Joe. Joe’d never had a younger brother let alone 

a sister. 
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CHAPTER 
 
1971 
 

They were sitting in an airless rectory office near the original fieldstone chapel, a 

beautiful little church set on a small expanse of lawn on a hilltop within a wider expanse 

of wooded isolation. A long straight ribbon of a road that bisected a meandering lake at 

the hill’s base—more than one midnight reveler had ended up in the drink crossing those 

waters—led to the steep hill atop where the church sat, a village church without a village.   

Jack had finally been able at least to convince Joan, if not that she had a problem, 

that their marriage did. He had picked Fr. Ryan specifically because he was so open 

about his own struggles. He had met with Ryan ahead of time to explain to him, man to 

man, the nature of his wife's problems. He had positioned himself so subtly that the priest 

himself had actually volunteered how Jack could accomplish his ends within the confines 
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of church law. Just like it took a drunk to counsel a drunk, it took a scoundrel to think 

like a scoundrel. And Irish priests knew all about that.  

Husband and wife had gone to the meeting in separate cars to safe time, since 

Jack had come straight from work. It was supposed to be a marriage counseling session, 

but it soon enough focused in on Joan's drinking. At the priest's suggestion, Jack hastily 

excused himself. Before Joan could yelp at the obvious set up, Ryan had impressed upon 

her the need to straighten up, and was in the middle of explaining in vivid detail the 

importance of Alcoholics Anonymous to his own recovery.  

In his mid-50s, Ryan was a tall, handsome, still-fit Irishman. The long lines in his 

cheeks added gravitas to a face that had started out with more weight than most men 

could hope to buy. His drinking not only seemed not to have ruined his looks but to have 

actually added mien to his demeanor. Visibly relaxed behind his desk, Ryan now regaled 

Joan with stories of how it all started with stolen sips of wine from the sacristy, a story as 

old as the priesthood itself. Joan sat there as nearly all of Ryan's female parishioners did, 

carried away by the priest's good looks, his air of authority and his stories of carryings on 

that would end with his eventual redemption. He promised her that she would make a 

new start; that she would go to the AA meetings, which luckily enough, were held once at 

week at this very church—up in the school auditorium which now doubled for Sunday 

worship since the chapel had lost the ability to manage the upwelling of new Catholics in 

the community. 

The fact that Ryan was making an effort to charm her, buoyed her self confidence. 

Joan listened with renewed hope as he promised a new life awaited her. She sat upright in 
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her chair, facing Ryan across the desk, taking care to smile at the right moments as he 

told her his “big secret,” the story reserved for chats like this, the story of how he had 

gotten drunk in front of the archbishop of Newark.  

Not so many years earlier at a diocesan convention, the archbishop had been the 

special guest of honor. "Needless to say," Ryan recounted as he leaned back in his swivel 

chair, the chance to tell a good story here overtaking all other concerns, "this was an 

honor for the diocese, for all the priests who were present and especially for Bishop 

Gregory." Gregory, the bishop of Paterson at the time was the youngest bishop ever 

appointed by a pope. He was a clear up-and-comer.  

"There was a cocktail evening the first night of the three-day gathering," Ryan 

explained. “That’s right, wine, cheese and everything. After all, we weren’t monks and an 

archbishop’s visit requires a definite amount of decorum, not unlike an ambassador’s.”   

Joan stared at him, her eyes pinched behind her narrow glass frames with their 

pointy ends. Her red hair hung in bangs over her forehead and framed her glass lenses to 

give her eyes the appearance of candle lights emerging out of the deep hollow of a 

carved-out pumpkin. She could hardly believe Ryan was telling her such a self-abasing 

story, even as she wondered what it had to do with her. Did he expect her to make a 

confession of being drunk in public, say, in front of her children? If so, he was out of his 

mind. She glanced at her Timex nervously. Entertaining, yes, but he was nerve-racking, 

too.  

"Granted,” the loquacious priest rambled on, his eyes never quite settling low 

enough to focus on her. But in a gesture of his humility, he continued to tell her of his 
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foibles. “the wine and cheese were to show us priests how modern the archbishop was—

the spirit of the Vatican Council was fresh in the air. And it was the good stuff, too, an 

Italian wine”—he couldn’t help but give details—“La crimé Di Maria, normally reserved 

for the bishop’s special guests. In fact, Bishop Gregory knew the archbishop was fond of 

it because the archbishop had given bottles of it to him to enjoy after dinner and evening 

prayers." Fr. Ryan’s breathless storytelling insinuated things in a manner that reminded 

Joan of her husband, of that peculiar ability to imply something without actually saying 

it. 

In the bishop’s drawing room, he told her, being neither shy nor retiring he was 

first to grab a glass off the linen-covered table. Others quickly followed, having waited 

for the first one brave enough to have a go at it. “I managed to pour down two or three to 

everyone else’s half, without, I thought, calling any attention to myself.” There were 80 

or 100 priests in the diocese at that time, and most of them were there for this event—

their annual retreat. There was a lot of loud talking, back slapping and friends getting 

reacquainted, an environment made for an accomplished alcoholic to slip down a few 

quick ones, Ryan explained. 

He had gotten to his fourth or fifth glass—he couldn’t remember which—by the 

time Bishop Gregory, leading the archbishop by the arm and introducing him by name to 

his assembled flock, worked his way around the assembly. Suddenly, Ryan was face-to-

face with his Eminence. Protocol was to kiss the archbishop’s ring, a sign of obeisance to 

Papal authority through the unbroken line of the episcopate. “My glass was half way to 

my lips and I thought, ‘What the hell I might as well toss off the whole thing before I pay 
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my respects,’ so I did—as the bishop and the archbishop waited and watched. The bishop 

was holding the aging archbishop’s arm so his bony hand and long fingers could be 

extended without too much effort. I should have just kept my mouth shut and kissed the 

damn ring,” Fr. Ryan said irreverently. Joan looked at him sharply. Despite her own 

troubles with the bottle and with the church, she had grown up a strict Roman Catholic. 

She had vested the church with a certain inalienable authority and she didn’t like it to be 

trifled with, even by this over-garrulous priest.  

“'That’s an excellent ring, your Excellency,’ I slurred upon raising my head after 

kissing it,” Fr. Ryan explained, smiling, his eyes with an Irish twinkle now, still looking 

over Joan’s head as if there were a calendar girl on the wall behind her. “But the sharp 

movement of lowering and raising my head made me suddenly dizzy, unsteadied my 

balance, and I had to grab a hold of the archbishop’s hand to stabilize myself. I seized it 

firmly, if a little too hard, and then I pumped it a couple of times as I reasserted my 

balance. The bishop glared at me. Needless to say this was not my finest moment. Indeed, 

you might say that I had given up the ghost—given up the ghost of my secret lie.” Here it 

was, the moral. But Fr. Ryan’s eyes still depicted merriment and his tone seemed 

anything but contrite.  

“Bishop Gregory wanted to can me that very night and I suspect he was planning 

to ask the archbishop if he might transfer me to the outer limits of the archbishopric, the  

far tannic waste of the Pine Barrens. He would have sent me south on a one-way train 

that very night if he could have. But I was lucky.” Joan, against her will, smiled. Fr. Ryan 
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was a charmer and she wanted to hear the story's end, even though she already knew 

where it did.  

“He didn’t have time that night or the next with all the activities of the retreat, the 

meetings what with various finance committees, the problems with parish schools and the 

urban churches. He told me he’d talk to me Thursday afternoon before the retreat ended. 

But by then he’d calmed down and I’d done my best not to appear too obviously the lush 

that I was. I have to admit I did have a bottle in my room, but I was at least making an 

effort to be discrete. Basically, Joan, I’m here to tell you the same thing the bishop told 

me then: 'Shape up or ship out.' God bless his soul, Bishop Gregory was savvy enough to 

have heard of Alcoholics Anonymous—I guess drinking among us Irish isn’t unheard 

of—ha ha. He told me I’d better take care of my problem, directing me to get help on my 

own first. If I didn’t, he said, I’d be shipped off. And his secretary, Fr. Ludowski, would 

be personally checking up on me.  

“That was it. I got the message. I swallowed my pride, didn’t even try to argue 

with him and got to an AA meeting when I got back here. At first, I went to meetings 

over the mountain in Boonton because I didn’t want anyone from the parish to recognize 

me. But after a while, when of course I did see parishioners and others from town that I 

knew, I realized it didn’t matter at all. This too, this alcoholism, is a calling by God.” He 

finally looked Joan in the eyes to see if she understood. She sat up, her attention engaged. 

At last he had said something different, something Joan was surprised to hear. 

Fr. Ryan leaned forward, too, his big rough hands sliding across the desktop 

toward her. He made fists out of them so Joan could see the large onyx jewel inset ring 
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on the ring finger of his right hand. Did he expect her to kiss it? She looked at it, 

wondering if it were from a college or seminary ring or some sacerdotal fraternity thing.  

And then in an instant, the easy-going, happy-go-lucky, story-telling Irish priest 

was gone and in his place was a stern, moralistic sermonic man of the cloth hardened by 

the grating of time against bone and the impudence of shattered expectations and a 

wounded liver. “I would say, having talked to Jack, that he’s like the bishop here. He’s 

telling you to shape up. And like me, you can either get it or face the consequences. I 

don’t have to tell you what the alternative is.”  

Joan looked at him as if he had slapped her. Not that she didn’t believe him. She 

had believed men like him all her life. Pay, pray and obey. It wasn’t even like she 

shouldn’t have anticipated this, but it felt like a tumbler on a lock had clicked shut, falling 

into place and seizing firm, making sure that it couldn’t be undone, at least not by her, not 

ever, not in this lifetime. It was that quick and that done.  

Within minutes, Ryan had glad-handed her out of the office, today’s lesson done. 

It had been a charming canoe ride, only to find out the Great Falls lay just beyond the 

next bend in the river. For no sooner had Joan left the warm encircling comfort of the 

rectory, with its staple of Latin-framed diplomas on the walls and color pictures of Pope 

Paul VI and black and white pictures of Bishop Gregory, and the nosy, know-nothing 

secretary in the outer office who undoubtedly had been listening to all of this, than the 

emptiness began to fill her stomach like hissing air from a punctured tire. And it was not 

mere emptiness but a panicky, empty feeling like one might get from a lack of oxygen or 

good parenting. And as the emptiness filled her, her desire and will fled, slowly at first 
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and then rapidly, there not being enough room in her for both the emptiness and the 

battering of Catholic discipline. As she walked out into the cool autumn evening, the 

maples shedding their color like some mad, trippy Eden, a mild breeze wafted in the air. 

And she wavered, not even able to form in her mind how she would make it back home 

from the church without making a pit stop at Rose Urn’s Package Goods Store, which 

was situated all the way down on Route 23, past Kinnelon Road and past St. David’s 

Episcopal Church where even Joan knew the big Thursday night AA meetings were held, 

past the shopping center and the traffic light which she’d have to negotiate—not to 

mention the u-turn to make it back home, which was tough enough sober and would be 

almost impossible if the top on the bottle came off, and already it stretched her 

imagination to imagine the top would remain on.  

So she would have to negotiate the ups and downs of this hilly, hard to negotiate 

town in her purple Cadillac (not unlike the one the Archbishop used around the Cathedral 

in Newark), and which might as well have had a blaring, flashing neon sign on it to warn 

off all those foolhardy enough to get in her way. She wrestled the mammoth vehicle 

down the hill and then atop the road that bisected the reservoir, which was bloated by 

seasonal rains and colored a rusty wine by the fallen leaves. She weaved her way across 

and then back up a hill on the far side and out to the main road, intent on one thing only. 

Relieved to be out of the grasp of what she was now convinced was a demonic priest in 

conspiracy with her husband, she was intent on putting her money down for a purplish—

to match her Caddy—hip flask. She could already taste the soothing, syrupy sweetness of 

the blackberry brandy. So she rode right past the left-hand turn off for the house that had 
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never felt like a home and headed down Kinnelon Road toward town, oblivious to the 

mad, autumnal beauty of the arboreal forest peaking all around her. The trees, the 

outrageously colorful sugar maples, the sturdy, red northern oaks, the scattered hemlocks 

and cherry, their thick barks, slowly revealed by the diurnal strip of twittering, flittering, 

flailing earth-bound leaves, had nothing to say to her. Their revelations silent, she drove 

on into the failing, spooky light of an early fall. 

 
   ------------------- 

Jack had promised he’d sit with Joan through this meeting with the priest, but he 

had cut out in the middle, encouraged by no other than the good Father himself, who 

wanted to take Joan's confession and tell tales that only another drunk should hear. From 

what Jack was able to reconstruct later, the only confession heard that day ended up being 

Ryan's. Luckily, he and Joan had taken separate cars. He fled.  

“Hello.” Maria was standing in the doorway wearing an apron and a prim cotton 

dress, a big smile draped eagerly across her face as he opened the glass storm door to her 

home. The house itself was a toy with dormers, a little Cape Cod storm-tossed to 

suburban New Jersey, like Dorothy into Oz. After 15 years of cognitive Irish dissonance 

married to an Irish American, it was ‘Welcome back paisan.’ Meatballs and sausages and 

spaghetti, real spaghetti, and chianti and Asti Spumante and tiramisu, cannelloni and 

cappuccinos. All things Italian, like Luna’s in Little Italy, a place to go, like falling back 

into safety, going home again, crossing the Rubicon with Caesar, going in country. Maria 
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was from Lowell, a town just like Paterson, an industrialized mill-town just outside of 

Boston. A second chance, a chance to speak the tongue, capisce? 

“Hi,” he said, his mouth sliding into a deep-throated kiss, his right hand reaching 

around her, pushing her into the house with his chest as a prow gently nudging her 

backwards. The storm door eased itself shut quietly behind them like a silent witness. 

Soon he had her apron off, the skirt, his starched white shirt, his pants, everything, and 

they were on her bed, as she panted for him—to hell with the cake in the oven.  

Soon, he had her under him, doggy-style, admiring her bottom, admiring his own 

taut stomach at the same time, proud of his shape, his member schussing in and out of her 

bottom, flying like an expert skier down and through waist-high moguls—and the best 

part? No need for a helmet—not that he'd ever worn one with his wife. As Jack watched 

himself and his efficient, hydraulic-like action, his mind began to wander, the smell of 

warm cake in the air turning it to food—a hot sausage for her sweet onion of an oven, 

receptive and sizzling. And she was hot, practically barking for it. Jack pushed himself 

on—momentarily slowing down to think about a brief he had to file in a real estate 

case—then discarding this petition to his attention to focus on the motion in front of him. 

And what a motion it was, up and down and in and out like the primal sea. But just as the 

rhythmic, hypnotizing motion pulled him into its magically lilting, up-lifting sway, he 

quickly filed his brief deep into the lower drawer of her cabinet and already there was a 

petition for redress. Judging the petition without further appeal, he backed out and 

collapsed alongside her on the bed. Meanwhile, his head came down to rest on her arms, 

her knees drawn up, her rear-end, a bell, still swaying in the air, a beacon for a blind man.  
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But Jack’s fire was out. While there could be no loaf in this particular oven, he 

could smell the hardening cake from the real oven. He whispered something to her, and 

her body jerked, as if the words had traveled down her body like an electric shock. She 

turned over on her back and lay quietly for a moment, their legs touching. He lifted his 

right hand and put it on her stomach above where her pubic hair sprang up like a dark 

forest. He made circling motions as if he were stirring the batter.   

After a few moments of this, she sat up and bending over was able to reach her 

apron from where she had dropped it on the floor. She picked it up and standing now, 

wrapped it around herself: her apron like a fig leaf covering her slim waist. Her sizable 

boobs hung like plum tomatoes above the apron. "How do you like that?" she said with a 

smile, flipping her apron up with her left hand like a can-can dancer and then turned on 

her heel and headed toward the kitchen. "I'm going to get dinner," she called over her 

shoulder. Jack lay there amazed, his eyes fluttering briefly, unable to believe his luck or 

his treachery. 

They feasted on a jug of Gallo red, sausage, meatballs and ziti, Maria chirping 

merrily about her day at town hall, Jack hardly hearing a word. "I was finally able to shoo 

Mr. Petronas out the door, which was perfect, so I could get back here and finish 

cooking." The clerk's office was supposed to close at 4, but Maria often had to work late 

because whoever was in the office was allowed to finish what they were doing. This 

mostly meant developers and attorneys making various filings and applications for 

building permits or appointments with the town's variance committee. 

"That's good," Jack said mechanically.  
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They moved on to the cake, the smell of which had been present the whole time 

Jack had been there—he could even smell it behind the simmering meat sauce . It was a 

light and airy Angel Food, which was especially fine after the heavy dinner. Even after a 

heavy meal like this one, Jack normally would have been ready to go, but the two glasses 

of wine they'd shared had gone to his head. He got up from the table and took Maria’s 

hand, leading her over to the couch in the modest living room. He felt extraordinarily 

close to this woman, but, as always, weighed his words carefully. He was foremost and 

above all else a lawyer and a lawyer was an agent no matter how closely aligned his 

interests were with his client’s; he would not be the one paying the fine, or going off to 

jail or paying the damages in the end. He would be the one getting the fee. He’d been 

paid in everything: shoes, car repairs, plumbing, property, carpentry, new driveways, 

dinners, vacations, medical care, accounting and banking services, and since he’d bought 

the farm, a surprising assortment of chickens, roosters, ponies, horses, sheep and a goat.  

And business was good now, despite the general economic turpitude. Jack was 

involved in several major real estate deals, often as both counsel and co-owner—the 

inherent conflicts in these situations often worked to his benefit—his usual quota of court 

cases, civil and criminal, walk-ins and referrals, and his municipal work—town attorney 

in Riverdale, municipal court judge in Pompton Lakes and, now, thanks to Maria, 

planning board attorney in Peaquadnic.  

His most recent partnership was going the way of all dissolved partnerships. 

Especially Francis Hickey, the trust fund dipper, who was suddenly moving to Arizona 

and was lucky to escape New Jersey with only the loss of his law license and not jail 
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time. Jack had moved fast and pulled a few strings to help Frank and had put up most of 

the funds necessary to make the client whole himself. Since his own name had been on 

the sign, Jack knew it was in his interests to do so. Frank had assured him he would repay 

him, but Jack wasn’t expecting it. It was a sign of how well he was doing—he could 

afford to be that generous—that he could even throw money at a friend who was unlikely 

to repay it. Besides, given what was going to happen, he didn't want any partners looking 

over his shoulders.  

"Everything's going to be fine," he told her. "You're wedding gift will be a healthy 

young baby girl."  

But Maria was clearly agitated at this. "I told you not to talk out loud about it like 

this," she said, as if just whispering about it would make it more palatable. "It's not right." 

But it was too late for that. He knew she really wanted him to convince her that it 

was OK. "Maria, you know it's the only solution." 

As they sat on the couch, Maria rubbed Jack’s stomach, settling the agita which 

was like a second conscience to him, but he couldn’t stop thinking of the rooster that had 

scratched him in the leg that morning. He had gone to look at a new piece of property, not 

for development, but for them. “That damn thing was out of its mind, hyped up on rooster 

speed, or whatever the hell it is that make roosters go—attacking anything that it thought 

was interfering with its chickens. It flew right at me and latched on, its claws squeezed 

right through my corduroys into my shin.”  
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 Jack didn't like losing to anyone or anything—not even a rooster. If he bought this 

farm property, and he was already working out how he could swing it, he was going to 

take care of this little fucker. He was going to wring its goddamned neck.  

 

 "Seriously Jack, how are you going to do this?" Maria asked after Jack had 

calmed down. She thought his proposal evil, but she hoped against hope that somehow 

the ends might come to pass some other way.  

 "You worry too much. Did I ever tell you about Joe Guadielle?" 

 Maria shook her head 'no', and Jack proceeded to tell her. As a young attorney he 

had learned a trick from Guadielle, an old time Bergen County lawyer. "He used to have 

a good laugh with me about his God-given Italian facility to cry at will in front of a jury. 

'Jackie,' he would say. 'you got to make them laugh, you got to make them cry. It’s La 

Scala, its Verdi, its Opera—they want to believe in you, so you got to make them believe. 

You gotta have range.'" 

 Maria nodded.  

 But Jack wasn't done with the story. "I told my mother and for the only time in 

her life—until I told her last month that I was divorcing Joan—she slapped me. 'Non fare 

la gattamorta con mi.'" 

 "Don't make like a dead cat?" Maria asked.  

 "Yes—don't play dumb. My mother told me the gift of tears is no joke. Don't play 

with it, she said, it's a sign from God. It gave her a bad feeling. And so I haven't—until 

now." 
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  Maria nodded again.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 
 
1971 
 
 
 
 I was pacing back and forth, making myself sick. My mother, was here, just like 

she had told me she would be last night on the phone. She had also told me to tell my 

father, so he would tell Maria, the woman he was going to replace my mother with, not to 

come today.  

 It had all happened so fast. Within six months, my mother had moved out on the 

pretext that she was sick, then she hadn't moved back in because she and my father were 

splitting up. Then my father had introduced us to Maria. I had wanted to jump out of a 

moving car the day I was taken to meet her.    

 Now, Mom was visiting, and those visits alternated with visits from Maria.  

 Even after my mother arrived, I couldn't tell her that I'd failed to follow her 

instructions. All I could do was pace around in the vestibule, waiting for Maria to arrive 

and the crack of doom. And then, there she was, her little green 66 Falcon pulling into the 

driveway. I ran upstairs and put my head under the pillow. I didn't long have to wait for 

the explosion. 
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 "You fucking bitch! Get the hell out of my house! You goddam bitch!" 

 And then a short pause, followed by mother yelling for me. "Max, get down here. 

Max, where are you? Max, get your ass down here, NOW!" 

 And me, unable to ignore her anguished shouts, sheepishly slipping back down 

the stairs.  

 "Didn't you tell your father? Didn't you tell him I was coming?" 

 Then a longer uncomfortable period waiting for my father to get home.  

 “What the hell were you thinking? Why didn’t you say anything?” He was in a 

fury, but this was not a rhetorical question. He expected an answer.  

 “I don’t know,” I mumbled. I was knotted into a fetal position in the deep 

cushioned TV room chair, trying futilely to hide from the consequences of my actions. I 

had failed to tell my father—and so he had not been able to tell Maria to stay away. And 

now in the aftermath, my father had rushed home to try to clean up the mess that I was in 

the center of.   

 “You don’t know? What is wrong with you?” the words sputtered out of him in an 

impotent rage, and he went on for a good five minutes at full blast, until the air was 

finally discharged and his two lungs were emptied like the chambers of a double-barrel 

shotgun. I could tell he wished to destroy me the way he did every adversary he had ever 

faced, using whatever force he could bring to bear to accomplish it. When he was on the 

attack, the whole range of human emotion was available to him, and no trick was too coy 

or simple-minded.  
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I never could answer my father’s interrogatories, and only the more so now. My 

12-year-old body squirmed deeper into the cushions, seeking a protection within their 

foamy softness that was not to be found from my parents. My emotions were 

unimportant, simply collateral between them. I withered under my father’s windy blows; 

I lacked any kind of resistance or protest. The worst part was I knew with certainty that 

my father was, for once, right. I was not entitled to feelings of my own. For my failure to 

act, my obliviousness to the feelings of everyone else involved, cause me to be forfeit of 

normal human comforts. I had subjected my mother to the deepest pain—forced her to 

confront the woman who was in the process of replacing her.  

If he had any sympathy for me, Dad never expressed it. He had worked so hard to 

keep these two women—the one coming the other going—separate only to have his plans 

scuttled by me. Maybe he too felt like crying. I don't know. After his screaming fit, his 

anger temporarily spent, he didn't show me any warmth. He went looking for my mother.  

 My grandmother, Nana, came over to me and put her hand on my head. She had 

moved in with us after Mom moved out and would stay with us until Dad finally 

remarried. She was the only one to show any pity for me that day.   

The common rooms of the first floor resembled a large open square, one 

connected to the next, separated by a cross of walls like a nexus in the middle. Dad found 

Mom sitting in the living room on a blue scotch-fabric sofa chair, staring out through the 

large plate glass window at the circular driveway where hers and now my Dad's car were 

parked. Maria and her Falcon had backed out and fled.   
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My mother had been sober when she arrived. But now she had raided the liquor 

cabinet in the dining room and held a glass of scotch, neat, in her hand. “Why didn’t that 

bitch recognize my car?” she asked. I was only a few feet away and could hear the 

conversation perfectly.  

 My father didn’t say a word, at first.   

 “Who the hell’s car did she think was sitting there?” my mother spat out. She was 

right. Her car was in the middle of the driveway. What the hell had Maria been thinking? 

Obviously not thinking that my mother would be there.  

“I’m sorry. I should have told her.”  

“Should have told her to go fuck herself,” my mother snarled back, her voice 

already slurred. 

My father tried to change the subject. “What’s wrong with that boy?” he asked. 

He wanted my mother to take blame for what happened, to acknowledge that my failure 

to speak up was her fault. As I could have told him, she wouldn’t.  

“What’s wrong with you that he was afraid to say anything?” my mother snapped. 

And then it must have dawned on her. “That bitch was here with you last night, wasn’t 

she?” 

My father sighed. He hated that word. What could he have expected? My mother 

wasn’t going to let this go without it getting much more ugly. “Do you mean was she 

here in the evening? Yes. Did she sleep here? No.”  

None of this was making me feel any better, but, frozen, I stayed where I was. If I 

raised my head it gave me just enough view to see most of my parents' actions.   
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“It’s not the first time, Joan,” he added. 

“Hummrph.” My mother kept her knees together under her flower print skirt, her 

legs slanted to the left. She had kept her figure trim despite all of us, though the liquor 

must have helped, taking her appetite.  

“Are you staying for dinner?” my father asked suddenly. I could tell from the way 

he asked it that he hoped the answer was 'no.'   

My mother shook her head, not disappointing him. “No, I can’t,” she said, holding 

her head up. She was making this part easier. She wasn’t going to grovel at his table and 

take his food even though she had in fact planned to stay.  

Then they both looked at each other at the same time. I can't say for sure, but it 

seemed to me that they had the same thought—and they had been married long enough to 

recognize it in each other: Why hadn’t my grandmother said something to my mother? 

Surely, she must have known Maria was supposed to come over.   

My father then wondered aloud, "Is everyone in this family crazy?" Then he 

raised his voice and yelled at my siblings and me to go to the kitchen and eat. My 

grandmother had prepared spaghetti and meatballs. While my brothers went into the 

kitchen, I stayed where I was.   

I could see a half empty bottle at my mother's feet and I wondered how much she 

had had to drink. She stood up, looking down at my father, whom she was taller than. She 

tipped her head to the left as if she were studying a statue. For one long awful moment I 

thought she would fall over. But she righted herself, bringing her hands up to her chest as 

counterweights. In her left hand, her dominant, she held her scotch glass steady. My 
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mother had dressed up to come see us. She was wearing black walking shoes with small 

square heels. Her reddish auburn hair was done up with a lift at the neck-length ends. 

“I’m not going to take this shit. And you need to send me alimony, you cheap 

guinea. I know you better than you know yourself—and your mother, too, for that matter. 

I know what you’re up to, you’re trying to…” 

 “Joan,” my father started. “Let’s not…”  

 But mother had meant it. “You’re trying to turn the children against…”  

 My father raised his hand to form a stop sign. I could tell he wanted to calm her 

down. "Everyone has had enough." He took her forcefully by the right arm, the brute 

strength of his grip pushing toward the front door. My mother cried out as he did. He 

marched her out the front door, shutting it behind them, while I watched, stunned, from 

my place of hiding. I could still see them by looking through the glass that ran alongside 

the door. Outside on the covered, flagstone front porch, I could still hear my father say, 

“Joan, we’re not going through this again. Now, I’m sorry about what happened today—

that you had to meet Maria—like this.” He took a deep breath, daring her to interrupt. “I 

wish to God it hadn’t, but it did. Now we both have to get over it. We’re not the first 

couple to ever get divorced for Christ’s sake!” 

 The emotional tide had turned and now my mother stood there, shrunken, 

listening to my father's mini-tirade. I had gotten up out of the chair to watch from closer 

up. I hid behind the wall looking out. Somehow the glass of scotch was still balanced in 

Mom's left hand. She leaned back against a pillar on the white clapboard porch. “I’m 

going,” she said. And with that, she stumbled past my father out along the short walkway 
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toward her Cadillac. Walking around the front of it, she tried twice to open the heavy 

front door of the car.  

 By now Dad realized she had neither her purse nor her keys with her. “Wait a 

minute,” he said. He came back toward the door and I ducked behind the large ficus plant 

by the door. He came in, and saw my Mom's purse straight away on the couch near where 

she last sat. He grabbed it and headed back out, but he paused to pull out his wallet. He 

looked at it, frowned. I believe he thought about calling her a cab, but he didn't have 

enough money. He went back outside, walking obliviously by me. My mother had 

managed to get in the unlocked car. He threw her purse at her through the open driver’s 

window. It must have hit the glass of Scotch because I heard another short volley of 

cursing from her.  

 Then she drove off. We both watched my mother go, me from my hiding place 

inside the door. “Bye, Mom,” I whispered, though I was not that unhappy to see her go. 

My mother was a walking catastrophe and I inevitably felt better, calmer when she was 

not around. But I might have felt differently had I known it was practically the last time 

I'd ever see her again. Over the next four years me and my brothers—never all of us 

together and never at the same time—saw her only twice more at diners out on the 

highway. After that, all contact quietly stopped, in the end without a word said by anyone 

to anyone, at least that I ever knew about. I never asked my father about her and 

eventually, I thought, she must have stopped asking for us.  
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CHAPTER  
 
1972  
 
 

Where was that damn priest who was supposed to pay her a visit? Was the 

chaplain not on the payroll? He was supposed to be a spiritual mentor to the sisters—the 

nurse sisters—there were still a few of them left, a dying breed. But mostly the nurses 

were like Joan, Irish-American in-betweens, good at taking orders and good at doing all 

the work because the men—that would be the priests—were all drunks and completely 

useless and the doctors, who, if they weren’t drunk, were morphine addicts and if not 

that, then most certainly useless. Joan had gotten mixed up here at Overlook and was 
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playing someone else’s part, she wasn’t sure how this had happened, only that it had. 

How had she become so divided from her self?  

She was at last working, like she had wanted to all along, since those first few 

years out of nursing school, being a school nurse, supporting Jack first as he finished 

Rutgers Newark and then as he pushed himself through Rutgers Law. Only now she had 

lost everything: her children, her desire to be competent, her desire to be human, to show 

up at all, her will to live. She wasn’t fooling anyone, she knew, with her blue mints, she 

was a falling down drunk and it was only a matter of time, and not a lot at that, until she 

fell flat on her face in front of the head nurse or a wall of screaming patients on the floor 

of the ward. It was only unlikely that it would happen in front of a doctor because there 

were so few to be seen around this prehistoric hell-hole, especially on Joan’s shifts, 

nights and weekends, the more undesirable shifts in the most undesirable wards—the 

back wards, usually, though she was on Admitting for now, for Holy Week—when there 

was no one else around, of course. Maybe they were aware of this, the powers that be. 

 They didn’t want to confront her if they didn’t have to, any more than she did 

them. And they were willing to put up with her for as long as she could make a 

reasonable effort at the real thing, at being a nurse, a registered nurse. This wasn’t the 

Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval, it meant something more. It was real, a degree, a 

mark of competence, a license. She was Joan Flacco, RN. Not even Jack could take this 

away from her. Better than, an Esq. behind your name. At least in God’s eyes and hers. 

Which just showed you where it ranked in the scheme of things.  
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Not so long ago she would have said about her children, that they couldn’t take 

them away. Who would have ever thought in this modern day, the 1970s, a woman, a 

mother—an RN!—could be separated from her children? And not even a court order, 

maybe only a threat of a court order. It was unclear to her. But it was for her own good, 

the priests agreed, piling on. Why? What had she done that was so bad? And what did the 

priests get out of it? Because she knew they got something out; they had all folded like a 

stack of cheap chairs. A new wing to the church hall? The bloody bastards were all in on 

it. 

How could she have been so gullible? But she was, especially if you factored in 

the drunkenness, which you had to factor in, of course. Still, there were plenty of drunks 

out there who didn’t have any problem holding onto their jobs, let alone their families. 

Start with her friend up the street, Carol Owings. Three kids and a husband. Known to 

imbibe. And Regina, also up the street but who had moved to Ohio; they had caught her 

daughter Winnie playing doctor with her son Marcus a couple of times up in the attic. 

Regina and she had often shared mid-afternoon cocktails. Her close friend Beverly 

Scaletti, next door on the downhill side, daughter of Jack’s partner in crime, the mayor. 

She was another mid-day slouch, a driving saloon of drunkenness.  

If you were a man, though, being drunk was something completely different, part 

of your job description. You joked about it. It was a badge of honor.  

Joan had completed her 60-day rehab/diabetes treatment, and was now living and 

working at a Catholic hospital, Overlook, the only place that would have her and that was 

willing to put up with her drunkenness.  
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Joan had no pictures of her children on her walls but could see each of her babies’ 

faces in her mind. But even there they turned away from them. She uncorked her flask 

and took a mournful swig. It blurred not only her memories but puffed out her face, 

lessening the lines around her eyes and forehead, actually made her look as well as feel 

younger, at least momentarily. It wasn’t so hard to forget. Where was that damn priest? 

She was getting impatient, wanting badly to talk with him. Her hands shaking, she jiggled 

out a short, stubby, filter-less Lucky Strike from its tiny pack, her third cigarette in the 

last ten minutes. She realized her smoking was intemperate, but what could she do? She 

had her own room, thank God, not like at Holy Name a million years ago when she 

shared a dorm wing with 20 other student nurses. No, conditions here were infinitely 

better, more palatable than back in the 1940s for a nurse like her now in her 40s, less like 

a Catholic prison with its modicum of freedom. It was almost like she was starting over. 

A soft rap on the door frame and a balding head stuck itself through, an hour late. 

“Mrs. Flacco?”  

The voice roused Joan out of her nodding daydream. "Just a minute," she called 

out, her voice hoarse, the cigarette hanging from her mouth as she fished in her purse for 

her lipstick. Despite the fact that she’d been waiting for him this whole time, she was 

unprepared now. A dirty uniform lay across the bottom of her bed frame, clothes were 

piled on the dresser, papers askew on her desk: and she was anxious now that he would 

see all this. He was only a priest, but still he was a priest. For Joan, whose whole life had 

revolved around Catholicism, it had once been a blessing to have such a priest enter her 

life.  
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She offered him the only chair in the room, a heartless, hard thing like that in a 

grammar school that did no favors to the back. He took it, striding over it energetically, 

sitting backwards, with his abdomen facing inwards, and he motioned her to stay seated. 

He was a young priest and introduced himself as Fr. LeClerc. He was clearly no Father 

Ryan. No, she could see he was different at once, could see he was a new Vatican II type 

priest. His warm eyes washed over her and she, spontaneously, against her every wish, 

started to cry.  

She had only one question: Where had he been? Why couldn’t he have showed up 

in her life when he might have done some good? He was the priest she should have had a 

year ago—present, comforting, helpful, caring, aware. Not some old blockhead of a 

drunk, some antediluvian charismatic luckless Irish fuck of a priest, who, despite a collar, 

was just like the rest of every Irishman she had ever known, including her father—

completely useless.  

LeClerc heard her out. It didn’t take long. It poured out of her like Holy Water. 

Joan explained about the children. “They are everything to me, nothing comes before 

them,’ she said, as if trying to convince herself. She ran down them in order: “There’s 

number one son, Junior, always his father’s boy, but remote, more mechanical, calls 

himself a ‘motor head’ now, whatever that is. Number two, Marc, now he’s the wild one, 

trouble maker, instigator, always keeping an eye on me—God bless his heart, but he's 

always pummeling the younger babies. We sent him to a special school for year, but, 

well, I haven’t heard…” Her sniffling was drying up now. “Number Three, Max. He’s a 

Mama’s boy—won’t stand up to his brother—and his father’s son as well, very smart and 
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likes school, stays out of trouble. Number Four son, yes, that’s his name,” she continued 

without taking a breath. LeClerc looked at her incredulously as she explained this—“we 

had run out of names when Four was born and we thought ‘What the hell?’, might as well 

name him after the Chinese restaurant on Haledon Avenue in Paterson.”  

She laughed, having a little fun with the priest. “Actually,” she said, “It’s a bit of 

an Italian thing, to name your children after numbers, but I was not calling him Quattro 

on your life. So we compromised on ‘Four.’" She shrugged her shoulders. "Jack’s parents 

seemed to like it.”  

She paused to rummage through her purse for a cigarette. "After all, they called 

their son Jack."  

LeClerc looked at her quizzically.  

"Don't you see? They're Italian. Jack is not an Italian name. Jack is, however, 

short for Giacomo. Sort of." She shrugged her shoulders again. "Jock" to "Jack." LeClerc 

nodded.  

Joan continued. “Number five son, Day, was a good boy, but like Four and six 

he’s too young to be of much use with my problem here. The youngest is only four—no, 

we didn’t name him Six—I assume he's barely aware of anything except that his mother 

is gone,” Joan said tentatively. This is where it started to get sketchy for her. She had 

been gone long enough now and her visits with the children had been so intermittent that 

she could be sure of very little, of whether the youngest boy, Minnie they called him, 

even remember her at all. Joan’s face darkened at the thought of her three youngest. Her 

mouth fell open but the room’s shadows, hid it. Her mouth snapped shot after a moment 
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and she ventured one more tidbit, “Then there’s my jewel, the true baby, Suze.” Joan 

explained she the first and only girl of eleven pregnancies, and of course the baby didn’t 

know her mother and the fear—the fear that beat relentlessly into her brain—is that she 

never would. 

“Who’s taking care of the baby?” LeClerc asked. He had quickly grasped the 

dimension of the problem. He had done looked up her file before the meeting to find out 

the basics—Mrs. Flacco was divorced, separated from her plethora of children and had a 

serious drinking problem. 

“Jack’s mother,” Joan answered slowly, “Their Nana. We always got along.”   

“Call your son,” LeClerc said. He had sized up the children simply from her 

description and zeroed in on the one most likely to give a response. “Max,” he said. 

“Number three, isn’t he?”   

 Joan's moment of happiness got quickly buried under LeClerc’s concrete 

suggestion, as she immediately began to worry about the logisitics of making a call to her 

son. She started sobbing again, though not as vehemently as before.  

 God Almighty, thought LeClerc, if she can't even get it together to call her son, 

what hope is there? 

 “Now, now, Joan,” he said after a decent interval. “It’s not as bad as all that, is 

it?” He said this more for his sake than hers, wanted it to be true, though he knew it 

wasn’t. This woman was bereft, he could see that. What consolation could he offer her? 

Could he tell her God suffered with her? She needed to cry and he could at least let her 

do that. He thought of the hospital director’s cynical summary: She was an uncontrollable 
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alcoholic; she had lost her children and her driving license and thus her ability to visit 

them. Now she depended on them to visit her and this was exactly the point where the 

problem now lay.  

 She was stuck in this cold isolated hospital with no way off its wooded grounds 

unless one used public transportation, which in New Jersey meant you might as well 

forget it. Or a friend to give you a ride. Joan was alright with the other nurses, when she 

could stay sober. She was a nurses’ nurse, but they didn’t like her being drunk, not even 

the bad ones, because if she screwed up it meant more work for them and more work 

anyway because someone had to keep an eye on her to make sure she didn’t mess up. But 

apparently none of them were giving her rides, which wasn’t a good sign, LeClerc could 

see. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 
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 The phone rang and rang until, finally, after the fourteenth ring, I picked it up. I 

had just gotten home from school and I knew it was the call I had dreaded. My mother 

was on the other end.  

 "Yes?' I croaked.  

 "Honey, how are you?" Mom asked. 

 "OK." 

 "Is there anything you want to tell your mother?" 

 "No." 

 "Are you sure?" 

 "I don't think so." 

 "How is school?" I told her in as few words as possible. The call went on like this 

for several minutes, pure torture as far as I was concerned.  

 "Honey, I want you to do me a big favor, OK?" 

 "OK," I said tentatively. 

 "I want you to ask your brother Junior to give you a ride to Overlook to visit your 

mother. Can you do that?" When I didn't answer, my Mom asked again. 

 Finally, I squeaked out another "OK."  

 "Good. The priest here told me to ask you. You don't want to disobey the priest, 

do you?" 

 "No," I said. I didn't want to disobey anybody.  

 "Do you promise?" 
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 "Yes." 

 "OK, Mommy's going to go now. Call me when you know what day you're going 

to come. OK?" 

 "OK." 

 My mother hung up and I went downstairs. After the last time my Mom had 

called and told me to do something, I thought I should say something to somebody. My 

failure to do so the previous time had nearly caused World War III. But I didn't know if I 

could say anything now, anymore than I could have then. 

 I saw Junior in the dining room. He had a model airplane kit out on the dining 

room table that he was putting together. Junior had turned 16 and could drive a car. In 

fact, he was using Maria's old Falcon. I wanted to ask him but just couldn't.  

 An hour later, Maria came home with my sister, who was now almost three. I 

wanted to shout at Suze, to tell her that Maria was not her mother. But Suze didn't know 

this; she called Maria "Mom." It tore me up every time I heard it, every time I watched 

Maria coo over her. I wanted to stab her in the neck with a fork, but of course I could 

never do that. I was afraid of her and afraid of my father.  

 "Hi, Max," Suze said.  

 "Hi, Suzy," I replied and then ran away down the stairs to hide in the basement. 

No one came to look for me.  
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Chapter  

1972 

Despite the dawning and unrelenting realization that her children wanted nothing 

to do with her, Joan had made progress with the help of LeClerc. He had pushed her 

toward sporadic periods of sobriety. She even achieved small successes—to the point 

where she was even able to leave the Catholic hospital, Overlook, to get a better job at 

Greystone, a state hospital. Even her drivers license had been restored to her after its 

temporary suspension.  

A bigger more regimented place, Greystone had a population of thousands 

including a few patients who actually were famous—not just in their own minds. Joan 

was occasionally assigned to the ward where the folk musician Woody Guthrie lived 

during long years of both voluntary and involuntary commitment from Huntington's 

Disease. Joan would also get to meet his family and friends who came for visits on 

Sundays. 

One turned out to be a man from Paterson about her own age who had been a 

student of her mother’s. She remembered this because her mother had told her he was the 

son of a fellow Paterson teacher, Louis Ginsberg, who was widely known throughout the 

Garden State for his poems. They often appeared in the Newark News and in the 

newsletter of the annual October state teachers’ convention in Atlantic City. Her mother, 
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Helen, had liked their socialist-teacher bent; young Allen was said to be as gifted as his 

father. Joan had never read him—she vaguely remembered there had been an obscenity 

trial over his poetry in the late 50s about the time she was pregnant with Max—and 

would not have approved of him before finding herself in her mother's shoes, that is, 

down and out and facing divorce. Ginsberg cut a wild, uncouth figure and he wasn't 

friendly in the least. In fact, he was downright cold. And he didn’t seem to want to hear 

about his former teacher when, after another nurse had told Joan who he was, Joan had 

approached him.  

One day, she cornered him, calling him on it. "Did my mother flunk you? Is that 

why you're so unfriendly?"  

 "No," he said, his hand absently scratching his head. "I'm sorry. I do remember 

your mother. She was my sixth grade teacher. I'm sorry to hear she died." This surprised 

Joan, since she hadn't told him about her mother's losing battle with breast cancer. More 

loquacious now, he explained that his coolness had nothing to do with Joan or her 

mother. "You see," he said, "my own mother was a resident here." Ginsberg explained 

that he had first visited Greystone while he was still a very young boy—and his mother 

was confined here in a residency that continued on and off right through his high school 

years. "As I'm sure you can understand, I don't have happy memories of this place," he 

said sadly. "It's all I can do to visit and I only do so because of Dylan." He meant Bob 

Dylan, another of Guthrie friends who visited. 

Later, one of the doctors told Joan that Ginsberg’s famously obscene poem was 

practically a road map to Greystone: “I have seen the best minds of my generation 
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destroyed by madness.” It comforted Joan to learn that there was at least one son who 

remembered his mother, no matter how difficult her circumstances may have been.   

    ----------------------- 

 Her own difficult circumstances—her separation and impending divorce—had 

helped Joan sober up mostly because she still hoped for reconciliation. She was able to 

moderate her alcohol intake to the occasional Friday night shift-change binge. This is 

how she was able to leave Overlook, where she had been given a certain amount of 

leeway despite her "problems" because she was Catholic, and get this real job at 

Greystone. It helped that she had worked part-time shifts here on and off for years during 

her marriage—though she was always fighting Jack over it, who didn't want any wife of 

his working. None of this changed the fact that Greystone was a backwards, horrifying 

and harsh environment where many patients were mistreated and ignored. And Joan, who 

had all but killed any pity in her soul from drinking, knew the place would destroy her if 

she stayed here too long. So after six months, she had used it as a springboard to get an 

even better job at nearby Fair Oaks. 

 Still driving her ever more battered Caddy around, she found housing in New 

Providence, a suburban town of polished quaintness and old-time Jersey horse money. 

She rented a garden apartment—not unlike the one she and Jack had first lived in after 

first marrying—and even found a boyfriend, a Jew by the name of Phil Garsprinkle.  

 "How ya' doing?" The most awfully dressed man she had ever seen was standing 

in front of her. The AA meeting she had slipped into the back of had just ended. She had 

wasted no time finding the meeting in the basement of the First Presbyterian Church of 
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Summit, knowing that a new job and a new apartment were the kind of events to cause a 

shaky drunk like herself to go on a bender. She couldn't afford that anymore—there were 

no longer sympathetic Catholic supervisors to cover up for her.  

 "Fine," she said hesitatingly. Her social world these days mostly consisted of 

putting out emergencies with her patients, whose relationships with reality were tenuous 

at best.  

 "Can I buy you a cup of coffee?" He certainly didn't waste any time. He looked so 

ridiculous—like Soupy Sales, with his mismatched plaid trousers, jacket and pork-pie 

hat—that she wanted to laugh, but she didn't. "Why not?" She was not in a position to be 

turning down invitations and besides she had gotten to the meeting too late to have a cup.   

 Garsprinkle wasn't much interested in his own Jewishness, but Joan found it 

fascinating—mostly because it was such a radical break from her own past. Neither did it 

matter that he looked so funny—he was funny. He made her laugh and he seemed to care, 

even if she sensed something off in his manner. But he filled, ever so slightly, the hole 

left in her by seven children who no longer wanted her, who treated her as if she had 

committed some horrible crime that, like Joseph K., she was not permitted to know. Phil, 

who liked to play the horses the way her dad did, was also a bit unstable—her psychiatric 

training was useful that way—and why else would he want to be with her? Who else 

would want a relationship with a mother of seven? But he flattered her and he was 

interested sexually—in truth she wasn’t bad looking, despite the plethora of babies and 

the heavy drinking. And wasn’t he an angel to put up with her constant whining about her 

kids and what a bastard her ex-husband was? Phil was like the anti-Jack; he actually 
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needed some care and feeding himself. And her own situation had improved. She was 

functioning under her own power now, earning her own living, paying most of her own 

bills and only calling Jack occasionally for money and to beg for an update on her babies.  

 Their memory was a constant torment. Still, she was determined not to drink over 

it. Thus the AA meetings. Phil told her later that he had liked her from the start and he 

had thirteenth-stepped her—meaning he had singled her out among the newbies. Over 

that first cup of coffee he explained in wonderful, hopeful language the promise of the 

Program. She didn't let on that she'd heard it before. And unlike Father Ryan, with his 

Irish bullshit and Irish shame, Phil made AA feel like a choice she could endure—

because it offered up hope not just the fear of damnation.  

 "Tell me more," she said, giddy at that first meeting, her leg swinging freely back 

and forth under the table. She knew right away that she liked him.  

 Soon they were lovers. She had never known a man other than Jack. Phil was not 

a great lover, fast and predictable and a bit afraid of her. He was a neurotic, her training 

told her, but she enjoyed his company, especially when she was feeling desperate and 

suicidal—say on an average Sunday—and he kept her from sliding backwards into 

melancholic, dead-end reminisces of her children and back into the booze.  

 He was a good distraction. Her children would have been horrified if they’d 

known she’d taken a lover, but what did that matter? She tried to pray, having gotten a 

white rosary from the visitors shop at Overlook before she’d left, but she’d found herself 

fingering it more like worry beads, unable to find the words that went along with them. 

The children either didn’t care about her or were too scared by her bastard of a husband 
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to be able to call. It had been almost two years now and she knew she should have 

redoubled her efforts and gotten a lawyer, but she was paralyzed by shame and a 

merciless sense that all her efforts were doomed.  

 She’d seen the kids twice more at a diner after the incident with Maria.  

 During the second visit when the children had gone en masse to the bathroom, 

Jack had handed her an envelope containing the divorce papers. “Take this in memory of 

your shit fit,” he'd said coolly. He didn’t need to tell her what was in the envelope and 

with shaking hands she’d taken it and put it in her purse. He wanted to seem fair so he 

told her to read the papers over carefully.   

She did. She suspected Jack had set up the meeting with the children as a pretext 

to give them to her and to make it easier for her to accede to his demands, which, if she 

read the legalese properly, mentioned neither alimony nor visitation rights. Alone at 

home, with the memory of her children all scrubbed and pleasant, wearing new clothes, 

shined shoes and ties, she signed the papers without dissent. Thinking about it later, she 

knew she should have sought counsel, put up a fight, but she never did. Jack was as 

conniving and confident as ever and he had convinced her that separate counsel would 

only slow the inevitably drawn-out process down and she would end up no better than 

she would from the abundance of his heart.  

So she signed, even if it meant signing over property that had been in her name 

for tax purposes. Ellie, her one friend from nursing school who'd stayed in touch, guessed 

as much after talking to Joan one evening. Exasperated, she asked Joan to explain, but 

she couldn't.  
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CHAPTER  

1973  

 

 She was remarkably cleaned up, she thought approvingly of herself, smoking a 

last Lucky Strike outside the courthouse in the morning. It had seemed like years since 

she had been early for anything but it was only a year since Joan had moved out of the 

house. Stubbing out the cigarette on the marble steps, she went inside. 

 When Jack came marching in dressed in his pressed blue suit, she was already 

inside, sitting demurely with a soft orange skirt down to her knees and an attractive 

starched white blouse that showed off her figure. She held her legs modestly together. 

Her hair was done up—not so different from Maria’s now—with a little flip at the neck 

that was about to go out of style.  

 Jack looked at her before she saw him and for a moment he almost wished he 

could undo it all. But he was flattened with memories—he had bent over backwards for 
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her for so many years—he had indulged her and looked the other way and given her 

opportunity one after another and all she had seen fit to feel was that he was testing her 

unfairly.  

 It was exasperating, but it didn't stop him from doing what he needed to do. He 

had brought counsel: Stephen Ahto. Before he sat down, Jack walked over to his wife. 

She stood up, nervously. He looked at her and almost out of habit moved in to kiss her on 

the cheek. Instead, he limited himself to a “How are you?”  

"Hello," she said.   

Jack knew she was not going to be happy at the outcome and figured Joan knew 

that as well. Still, he was disappointed she didn’t have counsel, that it didn't look like she 

was going to contest any part of this. He asked, though he knew the answer. “Do you 

have a lawyer?” 

 “You told me not to worry about it, remember?”   

 “Joan, that was months ago, before we got…this far.” He wanted to say more and 

his tongue rarely failed him. The Paterson Call had said he was a latter-day Clarence 

Darrow after he'd helped Al Scaletti become the mayor.   

 “Yes, I know,” Joan said. “I just thought…” She too left her words unfinished.  

 Jack’s ulcer stabbed his gut. “Joan, this is difficult—for both of us.” 

 “You think so?” 

 They were interrupted now by the entrance of the bailiff who announced, “Oye! 

Oye! The Honorable Judge Skillman presiding. All rise.” Jack took his place take to 

Ahto’s right which was also away from Joan.  



! 93 

 The judge was not friendly looking. Balding and heavy in a black robe and with 

black hair like a tonsure, he looked like a frowning Friar Tuck. His cheeks were red from 

a bad heart and veins popping out close to his skin. With great difficulty the judge 

shimmied behind his altar-like bench. The bailiff then allowed the courtroom to sit. Joan 

felt like she was in church. She knew this worked the same as in church and a hospital: 

women were second-class citizens. She wondered why Jack needed a lawyer. It wasn’t 

like the modern-day Clarence Darrow to need one. She thought it would be just the two 

of them. Jack hadn’t even introduced him and it made her slightly nervous, made her 

crave another Lucky Strike. 

Judge Skillman read the complaint while a court reporter sitting to his left typed 

up his words with a little steno machine. "Do you have counsel?" Was he speaking to 

her? Apparently he was. He asked her to speak up.  

 “No, your honor.” 

 “Are you aware of the details of the complaint?” 

 “Yes,” Joan nodded, “my husband wants to divorce me.” 

 Skillman looked over the top of his half-glasses at her. “Mrs. Flacco, do you 

realize your husband not only wants to divorce you, he wants custody of your children—

your seven children?” 

 Joan’s left calf began to spasm. “I know how many children I have." The judge 

continued to look at her. Clearly, she wasn't helping her own case. "Yes, that’s what he 

says he wants.”  
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 Looking slightly exasperated—as if the judge might start to take pity on her—her 

husband's attorney stood up. Skillman waved him down.  

 “I see this complaint would allow you reasonable visitation rights, you are aware 

of this part, are you not, Mrs. Flacco?” Joan was. She had even tried to read the 

complaint, at least the main part.  

 “Yes, my husband wants to allow me every privilege of being a stay-away 

mother.” If there were irony in her voice, the judge was not inclined to take note.  

 What Joan said wasn’t true. Privileges of visitation were exactly what Jack did not 

want to allow. He had instructed Max months earlier not to tell his mother that the family 

had moved, let alone where. Max had looked at his father and shrugged his shoulders. He 

had never needed to say a thing about it: His mother had stopped calling, the point had 

become mute and Max had quickly forgotten about it. For a few months Jack scanned the 

boys’ upstairs phone bill—the phone number being transferred to the farm house—and 

seen that neither Max nor anyone else had called Joan. He preferred it this way. It was 

simpler all around. He didn’t hate Joan—oh, he had when she was at her worst. But not 

now. He was with Maria. They were planning a wedding after this divorce was finalized 

and she was all but moved in.  

 Still, Jack was surprised at Joan’s passivity—this wasn’t like her. He had 

expected a bit of fight, was looking forward to it really. It was why he’d gone all the way 

to Rockaway to hire Ahto instead of one of the yokels down the street. He had 

painstakingly made everything look legitimate and he thought it would look better to stop 

any appeal later on if she objected a bit. Maybe showed her nasty side.  
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 Instead, her passivity made her look oddly dependent on him. Or like she refused 

to grant the court legitimacy. He knew she wanted his attention, wanted to visit the boys. 

Knew she figured if she were nice and laid down for him, he would let it happen. It 

would be the right thing to do, the Catholic thing—even if divorce itself wasn’t (Joan had 

never expected to find herself in her mother’s shoes) There was no way Jack would keep 

her from the kids now that he—and the court—saw she was sober. This was the point she 

wanted everyone to see. She would have asked Phil not to come today, but he hadn’t 

invited himself. He knew what today meant to her but he told her he had a prior business 

engagement. She could imagine what that was, but didn’t want him in court anyway. The 

way he dressed, rumpled like a clown would only be held against her. No, it was better 

this way. Single, proper and alone, standing straight and tall. She thought of Angleman’s 

Draft, the famous Philadelphia brew she used to enjoy by the cold glass down at the 

Jersey shore. Its image flashed and disappeared devilishly. No, her mind was clean. 

Maybe even her conscience.  

 The judge looked at her as if his hemorrhoids bothered him and he couldn’t wait 

to be done. “Mrs. Flacco, have you read the full complaint? Do you see the witnessed 

statement here by a Dr. Lures?” Joan in fact had not brought the complaint with her. She 

was sitting before an empty table with nothing on it but her hands clasped together and a 

blank look on her face. She explained to the judge in her nervousness that she had 

forgotten it.  

 “Well, let me read this part to you for the record. ‘I, Dr. Alpha Lures hear by 

testify to the following: On the evening of March 16, 1970, I entered the residence of 
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Jack Flacco in his company and at his request to look in on his family. Inside the house I 

found three young boys, Day, Four and Max, ages approximately six to 12, running 

around without parental supervision. After speaking with them, Mr. Flacco led me down 

to the master bedroom where we found Mrs. Joan Flacco passed out on a urine-stained 

mattress with no sheets. A pot of green beans sat next to the bed. On the floor next to the 

pot was an empty bottle of American Brand scotch. Mrs. Flacco was barely covered in a 

night shirt. Attempts to wake her by shaking her by the shoulder proved unsuccessful. 

Mrs. Flacco stank of whisky and her own waste.  

 “After this, we went down the hallway to the second bedroom on the right. There 

was an infant girl of about one year of age in a crib inside the room. She was crying and 

fouled. It was evident that her diaper had not been cleaned for many hours. The child 

appeared mal-nourished and there was no bottle in the crib. With Mr. Flacco’s assistance, 

I removed the baby from the crib and placed her on the bassinet. We cleaned the crib and 

placed clean sheets on it. We washed and re-diapered the baby. I noted diaper rash and 

sores on her bottom and thighs. I applied cream to the rash, held her, palpitated her and 

estimated her weight at near the lowest percentage for a baby her age. We then fed her 

with liquid formula I had brought with me in my medical bag. We settled the baby back 

in the crib and left her feeding contentedly on the bottle. I left a half dozen formula 

bottles for Mr. Flacco. 

 “We returned to the foyer. The boys had now all removed quietly to their rooms 

where their father had sent them upon our entry. He asked me about the infant and the 

mother’s ability to care for her. I informed him that the child’s health if not her life was 
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in danger and that his wife needed a dry tank. I told him there should be no delay—that a 

clear medical risk for both child and mother existed. The mother showed all the signs of 

dipsomania and a sustained unfitness to nurture the baby, let alone care for her older 

children.’” 

    --------------------------------- 

“Did you read this, Mrs. Flacco?” the judge asked. Now he seemed angry, as if he 

had made a judgment about her. Joan had skipped over the details; they were too painful 

to read and besides she more or less knew what was in them. Jack had told her about the 

visit the next day when he was arranging for her to be taken to the Carrier Foundation. It 

had been the last straw for him. She nodded to the judge.  

 “Do you understand why this court would agree to give custody to the father? The 

court is most reluctant to breech the relationship of the mother and her primary obligation 

to her children. Do you have anything to say or to offer to this court in defense of 

yourself and in regard to why it should not honor this complaint?” Joan was not stupid.  

She knew she was about to lose her children for good. The truth was this last year and 

half away from them, she had cleaned up. She was working again, just as she had been 

those years before Junior was born, when she was just married and a school nurse at the 

Jefferson school in Haledon.  

 In this last year she had gotten better. She had sobered up. Incredibly. She liked 

having a job, being out in the world. She liked herself a little, a tiny little bit. She liked 

not being saddled with the constant supervision of seven children, isolated and alone and 

waiting endless hours for her husband to show up when he felt like it. She missed them, 
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she did, she missed all of them so badly it was a like a part of her was missing. Her heart 

beat an empty, misshapen thud as if to echo her feeling. Just how painful it was, was 

more than she could say, more than she could articulate to this judge. But she wasn’t 

ready to take care of them, yet. She knew it; she felt badly about it and she did want to 

see them and become part of their lives again. Surely, when she was ready, she deserved 

that much? Surely, the judge could see this? Surely, he would insist on her visitation 

rights. 

 Skillman was not quite done with her. “Why  did you have not counsel here 

today, Mrs. Flacco? The court could have ensured your husband paid for representation if 

you could not afford it.” If nothing else, it seemed the judge wanted to understand the 

case before him before he decided upon it. The two parties were not fighting the 

settlement; apparently they had come to some sort of out-of-court agreement but it was 

his duty to ensure the woman had not been coerced. He had run into a few of these cases 

where the woman was essentially brow-beaten into submission and was no longer 

operating under free will. They tended to be marriages of long duration like this one, 

though usually not so upper middle-class.  

 Skillman knew of Stephen Ahto and Jack Flacco, knew Ahto personally and of 

Flacco by reputation, that he was a fierce litigator and a fine attorney. He was concerned 

by Mrs. Flacco’s passivity here. Something in it didn’t ring true. Some days he would 

have just let this pass, he didn’t have the interest, curiosity or energy to pursue it—

particularly if the defendant didn’t seem particularly interested in defending or speaking 
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up for him or her self—though usually it was the woman. But when he did, he often 

uncovered some ugly truth that was being elided over by the powers that be.  

 “Mrs. Flacco, you could have contested either part of this complaint, either 

custody of the children—and there would have been a social worker analysis of both you 

and Mr. Flacco as to your capability as parents. You would have been able to make 

claims as to his ability to discharge the rights and responsibilities of parenthood with your 

children, do you understand that?” 

 “I do you, your honor.” 

 “You understand that you were also entitled to counsel, and that if you could not 

afford one—though this is a civil case—the court could have ordered Mr. Flacco to 

provide you with the funds to hire one should you not have been able to afford one. Can 

you afford an attorney, Mrs. Flacco? “ 

 “Yes, I could have, your honor.” 

 “Mrs. Flacco, I never recommend to any party before me, whether it’s here in 

family court or previously when I presided in criminal court, to ever appear without 

representation. Do you know why I recommend that, Mrs. Flacco?” 

 “No, you honor.”  

 “Because everyone is entitled to counsel, Mrs. Flacco, and in my experience it is a 

fool who shows up without representation. And that goes for lawyers as well as laymen. 

No doubt, that is why your husband hired Mr. Ahto here. This is very serious, Mrs. 

Flacco: Did your husband recommend in any way that you not have counsel or threaten 

you about having representation for yourself?” 
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 And here, Joan paused to look over to her husband who’s outline she could just 

see behind Ahto. He was not looking at her. It didn’t matter. “No, your honor, he 

recommended that I have counsel.”  

 “Did he offer to pay for it?” 

 Here Joan did a small mental calculation. It wasn’t like she believed her soon to 

be ex-husband on an existential level. He had stopped being available for her years ago; 

he had stopped listening to that quiet, intuitive Irish part of herself that he had been in 

love with. Maybe it had come with the premature births and the still-births and all the 

dead babies. The depression that had enveloped her that he was so distant from.  

From his insistence that she immediately try to get pregnant again, over her 

wishes. The truth was he had been running rampant over her feelings for years; the truth 

was he’d been martially raping her for years.  

That their was no proper burial or service for the babies. That the church had 

simply said they were in “limbo” because they were born, or born dead without the 

baptism that their little baby souls needed to avoid some purgatory of not hell/not heaven 

for an indeterminate number of years—maybe thousands of years—waiting to be reunited 

with God. She was their mother, didn’t they deserve better than that? Shouldn’t the 

church have honored them through some sacrament, some ritual, some way of 

acknowledging them—not to mention acknowledging her grief—in all this? No, it was all 

useless. You took the blows, as Frank Sinatra said in his new song and you were quiet 

about it.  
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 “I didn’t want his money, your Honor. I could have afforded counsel.” Which was 

true, more or less. She had saved enough money in the last year to have hired a cheap 

attorney—no Ahto, whoever he was, but some local blowhard in New Providence, some 

low-life living off of wills, closings and divorces. Over the years, Jack had avoided no 

occasion to inform her of all the loser lawyers out there with no ambition besides earning 

a minimal income, who had no real legal talent or no guts for an argument, who were like 

the vast detritus of the legal profession—ambulance drivers, small-time criminal defense 

attorneys, paper-shovelers—the soft underbelly where the ungulates hung out.   

 “OK, Mrs. Flacco, just checking here, I want to be thorough. Two more things, 

though. You’re making no objection to losing your children. I find this somewhat 

disconcerting, even disturbing and most unusual. Can you inform the court why you 

would agree without objection to this course of action?” 

 Ahto jumped up. “I object your honor, Mrs. Flacco has clearly consented to this 

agreement and I see no reason to re-argue a settlement that both parties have already, 

through much work, come to agreement on…” 

 “Mr. Ahto, I asked you to sit down. I won’t ask you again. I am ascertaining if, in 

fact, this is the case. That is my job, Mr. Ahto, to make sure every person before my court 

fully understands the terms of what they are agreeing to. Now, Mrs. Flacco, do you 

understand what this means?” 

 Joan, still craving a cigarette, her right hand hidden below the table now, her 

index finger and middle finger twitching helplessly, said: "Yes, I do your honor. I will get 



! 102 

visitation rights. That’s my understanding.” She sounded like Jack, now. She’d heard 

enough court talk and war stories over 16 years to sound as if she were legally informed.  

 “And you are fully agreed to this, Mrs. Flacco? You have no problem with it?”  

 “No, I don’t your honor.”  

 It was most unusual in his experience, though not without precedent. He had 

come across cases of mothers who were morally insane, or mentally incapacitated, or 

simply unable to function as mothers. This woman, not withstanding the doctor’s signed 

testimony, did not appear to meet any of those conditions. He wasn’t quite ready to leave 

it alone. If she were not mentally or physically deficient, and she didn’t appear to be, he 

wanted to hear from her own lips why she was giving up her children.  

 “Why is that, Mrs. Flacco?” he could see Ahto getting antsy in his seat again. 

Ahto wanted to earn his fee, but if knew what was good for him, he’d shut up. Jack sat 

there motionless, making no effort to say or do anything.  

 This was where Joan had to swallow her pride. She knew she looked good. She 

could understand why the judge didn’t understand this. She cleared her throat, the endless 

years of smoking had ravaged her voice, causing it to drop an octave, ensuring her 

mornings getting out of bed consisted of a daily ritual of retching and coughing up golf 

balls of phlegm. Now was no different. She put her fist to her mouth and cleared her 

throat as softly as possible. She wished she had a handkerchief but instead swallowed the 

gunk.  

“I think it better for all involved if the children stay with their father for now. I’ve 

had a difficult time these last couple of years and I’m feeling better now and I wouldn’t 
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want to jeopardize that. I don’t feel I could be any kind of mother to the children unless I 

continue to get better and for that, being apart from them has allowed me to do that.” It 

was a simple honest answer, if incomplete. 

 “I see. Mrs. Flacco,” the judge said, straightening up and leaning away from her, 

his back straightening in his wooden swivel chair. “Once this order is affirmed by the 

court, it shall be the law. You may petition the court to re-open the matter of visitation 

and parental rights at later date without prejudice. Is that clear to all parties?” Now he 

swept a wary eye over to Ahto who still looked like he wanted to spring out of his chair 

and give a verbal harangue here—Skillman had no doubt the young lawyer harkened for 

a seat on the bench himself someday.  

Everyone nodded and there were no objections. Except one. 

 “But it would be easier for you to object now and come to some other sort of 

agreement—such as shared custody. The court would be willing to entertain that 

proposition, Mrs. Flacco. Are you aware that this is an option you could have brought 

before me today?” 

 Skillman was not making this easy for Joan. Jack had been right, this was not 

turning into an easy day for her, but not because she didn’t understand what was 

happening. She understood all to well. What she didn’t want, what she wasn’t prepared 

for was a public examination of her unreadiness to be a mother, a public examination of 

her moral unfitness. It was this she had hoped to avoid by her cave-in and entirely 

voiceless lack of resistance to Jack’s insistence that he take complete care of the children.  
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 “Yes, I’m aware of that,” she said. Joan was starting to sweat. This was going on 

much too long. Her fingers below the table twitched frantically now. Why couldn’t this 

stupid judge get the point: She was OK with it, why couldn’t he be OK with it? 

  “The court could have ordered a social worker to interview you as well as another 

doctor and allowed character references as to your fitness to be a mother, Mrs. Flacco. 

Your own testimony here is that you are living independently, you are holding down a 

job; this option is open.”  

 The fucker would just not leave it alone. Joan was shaking now. She really didn’t 

want to think about this let alone talk about it. But she was used to saying yes. “Yes, your 

honor. I chose not to at this time.” In living with a lawyer Joan had also learned that when 

a witness is grilled simply answer the question and offer no other information than what 

is required. 

 The judge paused to think this over, and then seemingly, appeared to feel it was 

enough and so decided to move on.  

 “OK, I will reiterate for the record, this matter of custody of the children is open 

for re-petition without prejudice. Finally, Mrs. Flacco, one final thing. Alimony. I notice 

there is no petition for alimony here. Again, this is most unusual. Clearly,”—and here he 

raised an contemptuous eyebrow to both Ahto and Jack—“ if I can make a leap of 

judgment at this point, your husband can afford alimony.” Skillman couldn’t dispel his 

feeling that these men were railroading this woman, no matter her denials. 

 Joan was tempted. She hesitated. She wondered what would happen if she did say 

‘Yes, I would like some alimony’ to the judge. She had put up with this cheating bastard 



! 105 

for 16 years. She was the one who supported them with her nursing job the first two years 

of marriage while Jack completed his law degree. Perhaps that should not go 

unmentioned. Perhaps also the fact that he had cheated on her yet she was the one 

charged with mental cruelty and abandonment in this divorce. It was true she didn’t have 

any proof of her claim; she hadn’t hired a private detective to get what seemed easily 

obtainable information—have a few people give notarized statements; it was no secret 

that Jack was wooing Maria and having an affair for two, maybe three years before he 

and Joan even separated. Why was she so hesitant? Her husband (she still though of him 

like this, and she guessed he still was for a few more minutes anyway) had no quibbles 

about dishing all the dirt on her that he had dug up. All she had to do was mention the 

infidelity and then let the judge run with it. See if he was as good as his word. If he would 

let it stand, require her to get an attorney, adjourn the trial and have it rescheduled after 

her attorney had adequate time to review the case. Now was the time. She looked over 

again at Jack, who this time was looking back at her. She shivered. She knew that look—

it was Jack’s version of the evil eye. This was not something Joan had grown up with or 

had believed in. But with her Sicilian folk-tales, Cira, Jack’s mother, had talked about it 

enough over the years—how ‘this one’ or ‘that one’ had tried to give her the Evil Eye and 

she had always been too quick for them, had gone to the priest, or to the woman with 

holy water around the corner who knew how to deal with these ruptures of the natural 

order. Cira never joked about these things. And Joan knew that look in Jack’s eye, the 

“I’m going to kill you” look, his unquenchable desire to win—at any cost. He’d knocked 

her around a few times over 16 years, especially these last five when he couldn’t stand 



! 106 

her being a lush, her sloppy language, her difficulty standing up, her fender benders and 

run-ins with the neighbors’ lawns, mail boxes, the sides of their cars and the police.  

 He was Sicilian and couldn’t help himself. He had that look now. He had told her, 

despite his words just before the judge came in, that she’d be better off just saying yes to 

everything, that there was nothing she could do to change it, that he had her by the tits, 

and if she went easy, he would make it worth her while.  

 And so Joan dithered, looked at the judge and then back at Jack. Should she 

believe this man she’d never met before, this man of authority, this judge so like all the 

doctors and priests—not to mention lawyers—she’d ever known. Should she trust him? 

 “I believe, your honor, for the time being this is a better solution,” Joan said.   

 Skillman was not so sure. “Mrs. Flacco, this part of the divorce proceedings will 

be final. Your right to alimony will be dismissed with prejudice and you won’t be able to 

make redress at a later time. This is it, little lady, now or never. Speak up or forever hold 

your peace.”  

 There was something in his condescension that turned Joan off, practically made 

her ill, made her realize all these proceedings didn’t mean a goddamn thing, at least 

regarding her. They offered no protection against her bastard of a soon-to-be ex-husband. 

He was capable of anything. Revenge and blood feud for a Sicilian was as natural as 

drinking water. You didn’t want it to touch you if you could possibly avoid it. There was 

simply, as Phil would say, no percentage in it. She would just have to take Jack at his 

word. A dubious proposition, she knew, in terms of his providing financial support for 

her. She’d already known that. But she was not that worried about it because the truth 
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was pretty much what she’d told the judge—she enjoyed working now that she was able 

to and she wanted to continue. Worse, she wanted to see her children and she was under 

no illusion that Jack would make her life a living hell if she didn’t go along his way. He 

would throw up road blocks in the form of legal obstacles and just plain obstinacy and 

orneriness that she’d never get out from behind of.  

 “I understand your honor.” All she could do was hope, though Jack had already 

shown he had no intention of going out of his way to ensure her visitation rights. The 

unplanned meeting between Joan and Maria the year earlier had convinced him of this. 

And it was true, while Joan was sobering up—this was astonishing, it truly was—the 

children had shown little interest in their mother. They seemed relieved to have her out of 

their lives, to let sleeping dogs lie...  
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CHAPTER 

 

 Joan stood on the courthouse steps, greedily sucking in the smoke of the Lucky 

Strike like her life depended upon it, expanding her lungs with the bitter taste of the 

nicotine. Her hands shaking, she was cold now standing in the April breeze that was 

blowing too swift, too cool. A crow cawed from across the street, from the grassed square 

of the old town. The town was pretty in its red clay Jersey brick, it’s Colonial 

architecture, its mainline Protestant Churches on two corners. A city girl at heart, Joan 

felt out of place. This town gave the appearance of moneyed civility, but her now newly 

minted ex-husband had had cases in this courthouse for many years and told her too 

many stories of its and the town's inner workings for her not to know it had its share of 

petty squabbling and bickering.  

 The divorce proceeding had ended with no unexpected, last-minute alterations to 

the complaint. Judge Skillman had simply approved the settlement, a settlement that Joan 

had given no input to. She had not argued, not tried to cut a deal, not even mentioned 

alimony. She thought it curious that the judge had brought it up, tried to argue for her, but 

she supposed they were all in on it together, anyway. Jack had for months assured her not 
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to worry; that he would provide for her. And he had, begrudgingly, intermittently, always 

squeezing some concession out of her in turn. She was afraid of him, of what he might 

do, of cutting her off completely from her children, so afraid she would not stand up for 

herself here. What was the use? She could only make the best of a bad situation.  

 She had spent 16 years fighting Jack. They’d had famous fights. Over her right to 

work. Over his choice of business partners. Over his prolonged absences from the house. 

Over her messiness and sloppiness and helplessness. At the end, over her drinking. 

Which she had denied at first, though by the time Jack had gotten around to noticing it—

or at least to doing anything about it, which took a long time after be began saying 

anything about it, which consisted of several years of his haranguing her about it, trying 

to hide her bottles, to stop her from drinking, of limiting her allowance money, of 

bringing his childhood buddy Jimmie in to watch her (though Irish like she, his fondness 

for a brew was no less than hers), of then in the end threatening action, like medical help 

and treatment and separation and divorces, all things that had taken their herky-jerky 

course—it was long past the time Joan could make a reasonable effort at denying any of 

it.  

 But now she felt a sullen despair, a fatalistic sense that none of this mattered—not 

the divorce, not the terms of the settlement, not even the lack of alimony. She had a job 

now; she didn’t want to be dependent on that son-of-a-bitch. He would only manipulate 

her. Far better for her to be completely independent. She’d see if he came through with 

anything. Of course, she’d had to ask him for a handout once or twice. Between jobs. 

When she was just getting started again. Now, not so much, though Phil seemed to be 
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stealing money out of her purse, she did notice that. She hadn’t said anything, she wanted 

to be sure, she didn’t want to upset him. But it was pretty obvious. And she couldn’t 

really afford it. She’d tell him that afternoon. She’d tell him about the settlement, about 

its terms—that it meant she was truly on her own. None of this would be news to Phil. 

But she would drive the point home: She couldn’t support him. He’d have to stand on his 

own two feet, just as she was.  

 Now that the hearing, with its curious anti-climatic air, was over she decided to 

take a walk around the square, to check out the chic little shops of up-scale clothing and 

knick-knacks, wine shops and coffee shops and the lawyer offices, always the lawyer 

offices. She wandered counter-clockwise all the way around the square, poking into the 

odd store here and there, feeling scarves and Irish wool sweaters with her nicotine-stained 

fingers but nothing attracted her. She thought she should be picking out things for her 

children but she blocked that out. It was easier not to think of them and now it was 

official. She had no legal responsibility for them for the moment. That could change, as 

Judge Skillman had said, but she needed to let it sink in first. When it was time, she 

would be ready. She would be a new woman and she would return—like a gust of March 

air—blowing back into their lives and taking her proper place. For now, she let her 

children remain in the shadows, occasionally thinking she saw them in the corner of a 

store, behind a rack of clothes, or walking through a mall going up an escalator—thinking 

she had seen one of her sons with his full mane of black hair. But always it had turned 

into nothing. No surprise. Wishful thinking, though it had an insistency of its own. 
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 After an hour, still not hungry though it was lunch time, she found her car and 

headed back to New Providence. Like clockwork, Phil appeared out of nowhere. She 

guessed his 'business' had concluded itself. “Well?” he asked, all ears, no doubt 

wondering what was in it for him. “What happened?” 

 “What do you think happened?” Joan snapped. "I’m a free woman." 

 “And the alimony and child support?” 

 “Well, if you had bothered to read any of the motions, you’d have realized that I 

wasn’t in line to get any.” 

 “What? You stupid woman, how could you possibly end up with nothing? That 

guy screwed you out of everything–including twenty years of your life and he separated 

you from all your children!” 

 “Yeah, ain’t it a bitch?” Joan had come home to their barely furnished apartment 

and had sat down at the linoleum table on a metal kitchen chair with a foam-cushion seat. 

Her fingers were twitching a hot Lucky Strike. What she really wanted was to collapse 

with a cold beer. “But I’m free.” 

 “And freedom ain't nothing if you got nothing left to lose,” Phil disconsolately 

quoted. Joan has seriously missed the '60s including the music—aside from the  

occasional Dylan song played on AM radio—now that she knew who he was. But she 

was a Goldwater Republican; these things didn't matter to her.  

 “I guess that makes me free,” she said. The exhaustion from the day's effort was 

beginning to overcome her.  
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 “Me too,” Phil muttered. “Joan I was counting on you to get some money to help 

set me up.”  

 “I could see your interest by the way you showed up in court today.” 

Phil gave her a hurt look. “I thought I embarrassed you. That you didn’t want me 

around.” 

“That’s true, I didn’t. Still, you could’ve made an effort.” 

“Ah, Joan, I didn’t want to fuck things up.” 

 “And you didn’t want Jack fucking you up.” He had never met Jack, but he was 

scared enough of him from what Joan had told him.  

“You’re so unkind. Nothing could have been further from my mind. I just thought 

you’d like it if you were left alone to face the custody question by yourself.” He wasn’t 

wrong, but if he had come to this conclusion honestly he should have said something 

beforehand. Plus, Joan knew he thought she was holding out on him.  

“What do you say you and I go down to Washington Irving’s Pub for a couple of 

brews for ol’ times sake.” 

Joan looked at him like he’d lost the screw off his propeller. “It’s barely noon.” 

“I’d thought we’d celebrate.” 

“Are you kidding? Celebrate? Celebrate what? That I’m divorced? That I’ve lost 

custody of my children? Or the one fact that would truly interest you, alimony. I'm sorry 

to tell you this. I have no alimony.” 

“No alimony?” Phil squeaked. 
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“That’s right. If you’d paid any attention you'd have known what was in the 

cards.” She laughed at her own joke. She continually played solitaire at the kitchen table. 

“In the cards…You know, the luck of the Irish.” 

“The luck of the Jews,” Phil muttered. 

“I thought you people were supposed to be good with money? It might have 

helped if you’d paid a little more attention.” 

Phil had had a mother who didn’t want him and a father who was only interested 

in running his china and flatware store. Neither of them had much use for Phil. He in turn 

hadn’t learned the basics of handling money. He shrugged. “Not me.” 

“Just my luck. A luckless Irishwoman and a luckless Jew. We make quite a pair, 

don’t we?” A crooked smile crossed Joan’s face. Phil didn't match it. He looked away.  

“Yeah,” he said. “it’s true...but you should have listened to me. You should have 

hired Dan. He's a good attorney."  

Joan shook her head. "Not that again." Phil had tormented her for weeks about his 

friend Dan Cohen, whom he’d known from Summit High School. Dan had helped Phil 

out of a few scrapes. But Joan had put him off until it was too late, until she had gone into 

the lion’s den with no legal representation.  

Joan asked Phil how his ‘business deal’ went that morning. “Not well,” he said. 

She knew he’d picked the wrong horse. So had she.  

Three days later Phil moved out. She gave him credit that he didn’t do it while she 

was at work. Well, he did, but he had told her beforehand. He said he had an opportunity 

to “get in on something” down in Florida. Joan hadn’t even managed a rejoinder. She 
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knew it was all bullshit. She enjoyed his company and having him around, but she could 

live without his freeloading. Despite his propensity for relapse with the drink, he had 

helped her get sober. Just his calm presence had worked wonders. Sure, he made 

inappropriate comments like there was something missing in his brain, but he never 

pressed them and he never hit her. They say bad news comes in threes, but technically 

Phil's exit was the fourth: divorce, loss of custody, no alimony, loss of boyfriend. Joan 

was so numb it hardly mattered. She figured she could find somebody no worse: Phil was 

no more than a grown-up boy when it came down to it.  

 In some ways the divorce and all its attendant paraphernalia of grief was a relief. 

It had been coming for such a long time and its arrival in the form of the hearing and the 

final order was an anticlimax. She could get on with her life now, whatever that meant. 

There was a huge hole where her family used to be, but there was also a healing wound 

where she used to drown herself pitilessly with bottle after bottle of whisky and liqueurs 

and beer. She still went to the AA meetings, twice a week out here in New Providence or 

over in Summit and she had her job, working the day shift at Fair Oaks. There was good 

people in both places, but her life was incredibly quiet. Especially when she got home in 

the evening and the shadows lengthened. In the weeks ahead, she found she didn’t miss 

Phil. In hindsight it felt like his presence was a way of avoiding the emptiness that 

gnawed away at her. Now she was living with it—that awful emptiness. Being more 

aware of her mental state and how much pain she was really in, she even tried the 

occasional prayer.  
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 One or two Sundays she had made it down to St. Thomas Aquinas though she 

wasn’t able to sit through the entire Mass. There was some comfort there, but it was 

overwhelmed by the inchoate anger she felt at the church. She would keep trying and 

when it was time she would know. For now, the AA meetings seemed a far more spiritual 

place than the Catholic church. She gave service on Tuesday nights, filling the coffee urn 

in the back of the basement of the Presbyterian church in Summit. Being in a Protestant 

church was in itself a novel experience for her. Much to her surprise, the floor hadn’t 

opened up to swallow her into the depths of Hell. The lessons of parochial school were 

ever unlearned slowly. Even something as simple as making coffee gave her a purpose 

and made her feel like her life had some meaning. It pushed backed against the tide of 

attacking voices that told her she was a horrible mother, a terrible person, a woman who 

had abandoned her children.  

 And she heard stories from others, especially the women, whose' chronicles she 

could especially relate to; women like her who had walked out on their children or been 

thrown out. Husbands who had beaten them within an inch of their lives; minds and 

mental states that had just not been able to hold it together; they had drunk, drugged and 

hurt themselves. They had blacked out and couldn’t remember where they were—while 

they were driving. They had locked their kids in closets or basements and forgotten about 

them. It wasn’t schadenfreude, but it made Joan feel better. She wasn’t alone in this 

world. She wasn’t the only sinner who had sunk into the depths of depravity. She could 

even speak sympathetically with the men who similarly had destroyed their families, their 

jobs and their health, all in the name of the God of the bottle. In his own way, Fr. Ryan, 
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that smug, egotistical prick of a priest had been right—AA had offered her a way out of 

her deepest troubles. It had come too late to save her marriage or save her relationship 

with her children, but she was starting to have the sneaking suspicion that despite 

everything she had ended up exactly where she was supposed to. She tried not to dwell 

too much on this now though; she wasn’t strong enough to handle the implications.  

   Of course it did bother her that even before she left she could see the way it had 

affected the children: Marcus constantly angry and fighting, beating the shit out of his 

younger brothers, especially Max; Max spaced out, lost in his books and fantasies, 

hardly aware of what was going on around him; the youngest boy with his constant 

tummy aches; Four’s hiding, his pathological introversion and arsonist experiments and 

Day, eleven now—maybe the least affected. There was the baby girl, Suze, who was 

going on three now and whom she hardly knew and her eldest, Junior, 18, who had 

stopped talking to her well before she left. She had long betrayed his trust. He had been 

old enough to realize she was in danger of killing them all every time she got into the 

driver’s seat. Someday she’d make it right with him, she thought. Someday she hoped 

he’d forgive her. She could understand why he didn’t want to be in touch with her now 

and she supposed that his outlook affected the others. What the eldest did, the younger 

ones would imitate. Aside from any prompting from Jack.   

   But there was Max. Always her chubby little baby. Maybe she could pull him to 

her side. He could be the key to the rest. True, he’d already shown his ambivalence, 

rejecting her claims two years ago to visit her at Overlook Hospital—not to mention his 

accidental arrangement of her meeting with Maria. Joan supposed she'd put too much on 
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his shoulders. He was too young to drive and she should have asked Junior directly to 

drive himself and Max out to see her. Only she knew he’d have said “no.” She just 

hadn't known that Max was so fragile—that he was afraid to ask his older brother. She 

worried about him now, that sensitive one. How was he—how were they all—getting 

along with his new "mother," that bitch? That boy deserved a letter, she thought. It 

would be the best way to approach a sensitive kid, she agreed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER   

1973 

 It was early July and Joan had been divorced for two months and two weeks. Phil 

had moved out and yet Joan was till sober, still going to the AA meetings, still working at 

Fair Oaks every day. Her life had taken a certain rhythm of it's own. She'd often choose 
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to do double shifts at the hospital, fill-in shifts for other nurses. This way Joan didn't have 

to spend too much time with herself. When she came home, she would be exhausted. She 

would cook up a little something, some green beans out of a can, maybe a chicken filet 

from the grocer's and watch TV. And Tuesdays and Saturdays' she was a fixture at the 

New Providence and Summit AA meetings, where she was still doing service, still 

making the coffee. It didn't leave her much time to sulk or despond.  

 After so many years with so many young boys in a noisy and messy house she 

found the quiet and the order refreshing. It was spiritual. She could hear herself think. 

Being off the booze helped with that, too. She would reflect to herself, talk with herself, 

encourage herself. Tell herself what needed to be done.  

 And when she wasn't too tired, she would come home and take out the paper and 

pen. And she would work on a letter to Max. And Marcus. And Junior. And all the boys 

and even the baby whom she was a stranger to. It was a sweltering Jersey July. The 

humidity formed big annoying beads of sweat on her neck which dripped slowly down 

under her collar and shirt. She knew she smelled like a ripe banana. She lit a Lucky Strike 

and inhaled it ferociously, only to discover she already had one going in the overstuffed 

ashtray.    

 She pulled out her letter to Marcus, which so far was 13 pages of scribbled 

chicken scratch. Her idea now was to write the same amount of pages to each boy as their 

age. She liked to re-read what she had written and often times she would get so lost in her 

own stories and reminisces about her children that the evening would pass without her 

writing a word and it would be time to go to bed.  
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 "Dear Marcus,  

  How are you honey? How have you been doing this last year? I am 

so sorry I have not been around to talk to you, to see you, to get you out of 

that awful private school. I am so sorry about that honey. I hope you are 

home from there. How is everything, sweetie? I hope your father is letting 

up on you and not forcing you to be with that bitch." 

  

 Joan crossed that word out. She wrote it in again. She crossed it out again. 

Finally, she wrote in 'woman' and left it at that.  

 "How is Boy Scouts going? I hope you are still involved with them and Mr. 

Klein. And how is Tom Klein? He is a good boy and a good friend to you. 

Please stay away from that John Ricksheidt. That boy is trouble." 

 Joan knew Marcus already had a drug problem though he was still only 16. He'd 

started in with it even before she left. That was one of the reasons she in fact had agreed 

with Jack to send Marcus to the 'special' school, The Drew Academy, in Connecticut. 

Officially it was for troubled male teenagers with emotional problems, but in recent years 

that had simply meant boys with drug issues. She supposed she shouldn't be that 

surprised. Like mother, like son. It was all the more reason she thought she should have 

contact with her children now, now that she was sober. Now that she could see the 

damage she'd done and now that she was in a much better position to do something about 

it. The Ninth Step in AA talked about how you were supposed to make amends. She sure 

as hell wouldn't be making any amends to Jack or that bitch, but to her children, sure. She 
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was not only ready for it, she was eager. Not only that, she'd come to the decision that she 

would visit the house even if that bitch was there. She, Joan T. Flacco, would swallow 

her pride and suck it up. If that's what was required, she would do it. After all, she 

snickered, who knew better than she the hell of living with Jack J. Flacco? She already 

knew Maria's life with Jack would be a torment. Besides, what better way to see what 

was going on? She didn't want that woman raising her children without any supervision 

from her.  

 The fact was that Jack didn't let her have contact with the kids and he even lied to 

her about where they were now living. It didn't bode well, but these additional months of 

sobriety had given Joan additional clarity. Each month of sober living seemed to peel 

away a level of obscurity and fuzziness for her. It was amazing, she thought, how cloudy 

her view had been and just how clear it was becoming. She was being reborn and she 

wanted to share it with her children. It was only natural.  

 She took a drag on her cigarette, the second—having decided to leave the first to 

its fate in the ashtray—and started coughing and choking. It was so bad she had to stand 

up, her head was dizzy, spinning. She grabbed on to the table for support and then 

stumbled to the sink, and held on to that as the fit continued. She coughed and coughed 

and coughed and phlegm came up, dark brown rancid phlegm that did not look right. She 

spit it into the sink, though half of it dribbled out and she wiped her chin and her blouse 

for the part that hadn't expectorated properly. And still her body racked her with coughs 

over which she had no control. Her body wanted the dark stuff out. She fell to her knees, 

the cigarette finally breaking free from her clutching fingers, dropping to the floor.  
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 She must have blacked out for a few seconds because when she re-righted herself 

she found the cigarette had left a skid mark, a half-inch black stain on the linoleum and it 

was still burning. She picked it up and despite the soreness in her chest, she took another 

inhalation. Her lungs again started to spasm, forcing the smoke out, her throat all 

congested with bile and acid. She was seized by another round of involuntary and 

spasmodic motions of nausea and upheaval. But she hadn't eaten more than a few 

spoonfuls of green beans all day so there was nothing much to come up. She sat there 

now, back against the sink cabinet, legs splayed out, dazed, wheezing heavily. What was 

happening to her? She thought she had been through all this crap already having gone 

cold turkey off the booze. She thought she was done with all this falling over, this 

blanking out, retching sickness. She gagged again, this time just from the smoke of the 

still burning Lucky Strike. Slowly she climbed to her knees, her palms flat against the 

floor except for the first two fingers of her left hand, which despite everything clutched 

the cigarette like a life preserver. Finally, after plodding two painful knee steps over to 

the table she squashed the cigarette into the over-flowing ash tray. She made sure to stab 

it and grind it until it was completely out. She collapsed onto the floor again and within 

seconds was unconscious, snoring loudly. The letter to Marcus lay unfinished on the 

table.  

 

 On Monday, she stopped into the office of Dr. KJ Hahn. He was the hospital 

psychiatrist and he was a cold, aloof Korean and his English was for shit, but he was a 

doctor. Joan didn't have anything against him. She watched him make rounds every 
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morning and sat in on the weekly staff meetings where every patient was discussed. Hahn 

didn't have much of a personality but unlike most of the psychiatrists Joan had ever met, 

let alone doctors, he didn't appear to have a God complex. On the other hand, he might as 

well have, since his coolness and lack of English made him just as unapproachable. 

Nevertheless, Joan had sent out good vibes to him and it had seemed like he recognized it 

and as much as he was capable of it, returned her kindness, as least with soft eyes if 

nothing else.  

 "Doctor," she said in her husky voice as she tapped softly on his door frame. He 

looked up from his desk where he was staring intently at some papers.  

 "Yes, Nurse Joan?" he asked in his awkward Korean accent. 

 "Doctor, I wanted to ask you a personal question—it's about my health really—if 

that's alright." 

 He looked at her and nodded his head. "Come in, please." 

 Joan took the seat in front of his polished walnut-top desk. She looked sexy in her 

starched white uniform and winged nurse's hat. He nodded at her. She skipped any 

attempt at small talk. "Dr. Hahn, I'm worried about my smoker's cough. It seemed to get a 

bit worse this weekend." 

 "What are your symptoms?" 

 "Well, I think I saw a little blood come up."  

 "Anything else?" 

 "I blacked out. I think. I live alone, so I'm not really sure, but I woke up sleeping 

on the floor." 
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 Hahn gave her a hard look. He was not unfamiliar with the drug and alcohol 

problems of the staff. "Were you drinking?" 

 "No. I'm sober. I mean I've stopped drinking. Nine months." Joan allowed herself 

a smile. 

 "I see," said Hahn. He stood up. Still in his lab coat, he walked over to his hat 

rack where he had a stethoscope hanging. "Let me hear you breathe." 

 "Sure," Joan said, as the doctor placed the stethoscope on her back. She could feel 

his closeness. 

 "Breathe in." She did. He asked her to sit up straight and he moved around her to 

place the stethoscope on the upper part of her chest, first above her heart and then on the 

right. She breathed, he listened, she hoped. 

 He moved back to his chair and sat down, putting the stethoscope on his desk. "I 

think you should go to a specialist. I know a good heart and lung man at Summit 

Hospital. His name is Dr. Wynn Titleman. Please give him a call." 

 Joan knew this meant what she had suspected. "OK, thanks." She started to get 

up. Hahn reached out a hand toward her across his desk. "Please don't delay, Nurse Joan." 

It was Hahn's weird simultaneous verbal formality and informality that made him the 

embodiment of the mystique of the East. Joan had overheard him with a young patient 

one day, telling him that the Buddha says life is suffering. What kind of message was this 

for a pampered rich kid, albeit one in a psychiatric facility? She had made a sarcastic 

comment about it to her nurse pal, Claire, but after they'd laughed Joan wondered if 

Hahn's message wasn't spot on. Afterwards, Claire made it a joke between them. 
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Whenever there was a problem, Claire would say to Joan, "Life is suffering." If there was 

an incident with a patient, an accident with the meds or other nurse screw up, Joan would 

say it back, "Life is suffering."  

 As she walked out of Hahn's office Joan thought of this. 

 Three days later she was in Summit Hospital undergoing a battery of tests. She 

found herself lying on a white sheet of paper on a hard, bare medical table in a cool, 

antiseptic room. Naked except for a thin sheet above her. A medical technician was 

futzing with an x-ray machine. She might as well be on a slab in a morgue—that's how 

alone she felt. There was no one to take her hand, no one to discuss her diagnosis with, 

no one to comfort her or have a hamburger with when it was over.  

 She sat with Dr. Titleman afterwards, having spent the better part of the day in the 

hospital. He had done numerous x-rays and taken a culture from her throat. They were 

now sitting in his plush office, with its deep, ruddy carpeted floor. He put up an x-ray on 

a back-lit board on the wall to the side of his desk. He pointed out some shadows to Joan. 

Although she was a trained RN, she had no idea how to read an x-ray. It might as well 

have been Scandinavian runes. She would have to take it on faith, whatever he said.   

 "Mrs. Flacco"—she had kept her married name after the divorce and was in no 

hurry to change it—"you see here is the cancerous formation. We're going to have to 

remove this growth and act quite aggressively toward the tissue around it. The operation 

will be followed by a full course of radiation and chemotherapy." He kept talking but 

Joan retreated into some inner space. She started hyperventilating.  

 "Mrs. Flacco, are you alright?"  
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 Out in the parking lot Joan went to her car. She drove down Main Street, stopping 

in front of Summit Liquors. She bought herself a bottle of American Brand Whisky, a 

bottle of Fleishman's Gin and a six pack of Pabst Blue Ribbon. She got home and 

unloaded it all to her first floor garden apartment. She then called in sick to work. She 

hadn't had a sick day in over six months. She deserved one.  

 Two hours later she called her sister.  

 "Patty." Her voice was barely discernable. 

 "Is that you, Joan?" 

 Joan surprised herself and started crying. She was making a real mess of things 

now. She explained the situation to her sister. 

 "Oh, Honey, why don't you come up here? You know we'd love to have you. You 

could rest up and Dad is here and he could help." 

  Joan laughed, the laugha interrupting her tears. Patty started laughing, too. 

The two of them knew their father had never been good for much and he was not going to 

be good at this. When their mother had died, he had pretty much gone to pieces—and 

they'd already been divorced for years. The laughter was good and it refreshed each of 

them. They had grown apart over the years. Maybe they'd have a chance to grow close 

again. 

 Joan would let herself be talked into it, but not before putting up a little fight. "I 

couldn't do that. You don't have the room."  
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 "Joan, Ed and I might separate. He's having an affair with another woman. He 

says he won't give it up." 

 "Oh, dear." This time Patty started crying and it was Joan giving her comfort. 

Well that decided it, she would have to go up to support her sister. It seemed like the 

Baker family was 0 for 3 when it came to marriages. And if those stories about Dad 

running out on his first wife were true, it was 0 for 4.   

 "So I'll come up after the operation for a couple weeks, before my chemo and 

radiation are due to start. How does that sound?" Joan asked. 

 "Sure, sure." 

 

 There was one more call to make. Joan didn't have much hope that her ex-

husband would say or offer anything helpful. She knew it wouldn't change a thing with 

the children. Still, she felt he ought to know. It was more than he offered her—no 

information on the kids, nothing. Not even where he lived. And still she carried his name. 

She had to call him at the office. And leave a message.  

 It was the next day. Joan had fallen asleep, late, and woken up about noon—still 

drunk. After an extended coughing fit and her first cigarette, which caused her to see 

stars, she gave Jack a call. She was a little surprised to hear the voice of Sylvia. Jack 

usually went through secretaries like Grant through Richmond. It must be some kind of 

record. Joan was going to say something, but Sylvia was all business. Joan said it was 

urgent.   
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 Two beers and an hour later Jack called. "What's so urgent that I have to call you 

in the middle of my day?" He was his old charming self.  

 "What's the matter, Jack? Too busy to call your first wife?" 

 "Are you drunk?" 

 "Now that I've signed all the property over to you, I guess I don't rate high enough 

for a call, is that it?" 

 "God damn it, Joan. You're back on the booze! Is that what this is about? You're 

drunk and wanted to call me to tell me the good news?" 

 "You're such an impatient fuck. No, that's not what this is about." Despite her 

desire to torture her ex-husband and try to get a few more zingers in, Joan couldn't stop 

herself. She did have something important to say. "I'm sick."  

 "Of course you are...What do you mean?" 

 "I mean I'm sick, I'm really sick. I have cancer." 

 "Joan, I'm sorry." There had been an imperceptible pause, but Joan knew her news 

had caught Jack up. He had helped her get through her mother's death when they were 

newly married and Junior had just been born. Her mother had been only 48, not much 

older than Joan was now. Breast cancer. "Is it?" 

 "No," Joan said. "Throat cancer."  

 "I'm so sorry. What can I do?" 

 Joan hadn't considered this. She hadn't thought much beyond telling Jack the 

news. "I don't want money." 

 "I didn't say you did." 
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 "How about letting me see my kids?" She may have been drunk but she saw some 

daylight here. 

 "Sure, sure, Joan. We can do that. When they're ready. When you're ready. What 

are your plans now?" 

 "My plans? I don't have any fucking plans. I'm going to get treated for the cancer 

and then I'm going to go see Patty for a few weeks and recover. When I'm better I'll come 

back to New Jersey. It'd be nice to see the kids."  

 "Sure, that would be nice. Good for you. I'm glad you're going to see Patty. Tell 

her I said hello." 

 Joan cackled. Jack and Patty were not friendly. Jack didn't have much use for 

Patty and so neither Joan nor the kids had seen much of her and Ed and their children. 

Then Patty had moved to Vermont and that was the end of that. Joan was still drunk but 

this conversation was sobering her up. "I really would like to see the kids." 

 "I know you would. And it'll happen. Just like I said it would. All in good time." 

 "In good time? Do you have any idea what time it is, Jack? Do you know what I 

have—stage four cancer. There isn't going to be any 'good time.'" There, she'd said it. 

That's what she'd wanted to say. 

 "I'm sorry." 

 "You said that." 

 "You should get the best treatment there is." 

 "Sure, I will. The best money can buy." 

 "Let me know what's going on." 
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 "Yeah, I'll do that." 

 "Good bye, Joan."  

 There was a click and then the dial tone. Joan dropped the telephone and started 

crying. At least she'd held off till he'd hung up. Nine months of sobriety had restored at 

least that much self respect.  

 She stayed drunk for the next week. After not showing up for work for three more 

days and not calling in, she was fired. At the end of seven days she stopped drinking long 

enough so she could show up for the early morning surgery sober. She had called her 

friend Claire and Claire had agreed to drive her to the hospital and wait for her after the 

operation. Joan hadn't any choice but to call Claire, since she was the only real friend she 

had. Unfortunately, Joan hadn't considered that when Claire showed up, all Joan could 

think of was that life was suffering.  

 Laying on the table in the OR, shivering under a green hospital gown, Joan 

considered that it was just as well. Life was suffering. Just then the anesthetic kicked in. 

"Hey, this is great," Joan said to the OR nurse before she went under. They were the last 

words she ever said.    

  
 
 

 

 

 




