Chip Crockett's Christmas Carol
by Elizabeth Hand

"Thisday we shut out Nothing!"

"Pause" saysalow voice. "Nothing?
Think!"

"On Chriggmas Day, we will shut out
from our firesde, Nothing."

"Not the shadow of avast City wherethe
withered leaves are lying deep?’ the
voice replies. "Not the shadow that
darkens the whole globe? Not the
shadow of the City of the Dead?"

Not eventhat ...

—Charles Dickens, "What Chrissmas|sas
We Grow Older"

Tony wasthe onewho called him.
"Brendan, man. | got some bad news."

Brendan fdt adight hitch in his somach. He leaned
back in hischair, nudging his office door closed so
his secretary wouldn't hear. "Oh yes?

"Chip Crockett died.”

"Chip Crockett?' Brendan frowned, staring at his
computer screen asthough he was afraid Tony
might materidize there. Y ou mean, like, The Chip
Crockett Show?"

"Y eah, man." Tony sighed deeply. "My brother Jake,
he just faxed me the obituary from the Daily News.
He died over the weekend but they just announced
it today."

There was a clunk through the phone receiver, a
background clatter of shouting voices and footsteps.
Tony wasworking as a substitute teacher at Saint
Ignatius High School. Brendan was amazed held
been able to hang onto thejob at al, but he
gathered that being asubgtitute at Saint Ignatius
was way below being sanitation engineer in terms of
salary, benefits, and respect. He heard a crackle of



gtatic as Tony ran into the corridor, shouting.

"Whoa! Nelson Crane, man! Slow down, okay? Okay.
Yeah, | guessit waslung cancer. Did you know he
smoked?'

"Y ou're talking about Chip Crockett the kiddie show
host. Right?' Brendan rubbed his forehead, feding
the beginning of a headache. "No, Tony, | didn't
know he smoked, because | don't actually know Chip
Crockett. Do you?"'

"No. Remember Ogden Orff? That time he got the
milk jug stuck on hisnose? That's my boy, Ogden
Orff!"" Tony intoned, then giggled. "And that
puppet? Ooga Booga? The one with the nose?"

"Ogden Orff." Brendan leaned back in hischair.
Despite himsdlf, he smiled. "God, yeah, | remember.
And the other one—that puppet who sang? He did
'Mister Bassman' and that witch doctor song. | loved
him...."

"That wasn't a puppet. That was Captain
Dingbat—you know, the D.J. character.”

"Areyou sure? | thought it was a puppet.”

"No way, man. | mean, yes! | am ab-so-lute-ly
ure—"

An earsplitting whistle echoed over theline. Brendan
winced and held the phone at arm's-length, drew it
back intimeto hear Tony'svoicefading.

"Hey man, that'sthe bdll, | gottago. I'll fax thisto
you before | leave, okay? Oh, and hey, we're till on
for Thurday, right?"

Brendan nodded. "Right," he said, but Tony was
aready gone.

L ate that afternoon the fax arrived. Brendan's
secretary gaveit to him, the curling cover sheet
covered with Tony's nearly illegible scrawl.

OGDEN ORFF LIVES! SEE YA THURS. AT
CHILDE ROLAND.

TONY



Brendan tossed this and turned to the Daily News
obituary, two long columns complete with photo.
Thefaxed image was fragmented but ill
recognizable—a boyishly handsome manin suit and
skinny tie, grinning a a puppet with ahuge nose.
Above him wasthe headline:

AU REVOIR, OOGA BOOGA

Brendan shook his head. "Poor Ooga Booga,” he
murmured, then smoothed the paper on his desk.

| conic kiddie show host Chip Crockett
died yesterday at hishomein Manhas,
after along and vaiant battle with lung
cancer. While never achieving the
recognition accorded peers like Soupy
Sdles or Captain Kangaroo's Bob
Keeshan, Chip Crockett'slegend may be
greater, becauseit livessolely inthe
memories of viewers. Like other shows
from the late 1950s and early 1960s, The
Chip Crockett Show was either
performed live or videotaped; if the

latter, the tapes were immediately erased
so they could be reused. And, asthough
Fate conspired to leave no trace of
Crockett's comic genius, a 1966
warehouse fire destroyed the few
remaining traces of hiswork.

For years, rumors of "lost" episodes
raced among baby boomer fans, but aas,
none have ever been found. The show's
find episode, the last of the popular Chip
Crockett Christmas specialss, aired on
December 23rd, 1965.

The gentle Crockett was noted for a
surred sense of humor that rivaed Ernie
Kovacs. His cast consisted of adozen
puppets—all created by Crockett—and a
rogue's gdlery of over-the-top human
characters, dso given life by the versatile
performer. Every weekday morning and
again in the afternoon, Chip Crockett's
jouncy theme would sound and the fun
began, as potato-nosed Ooga Booga, 9y
Ratty Mouse, and the lovable
knucklehead Ogden Orff appeared on
WNEW-TV, reaching a broadcast



audience of millionsof children—and,
occasondly, their unsuspecting parents.

Chip Crockett wasbornin 1923 in
Birdsboro, Pennsylvania His broadcast
career began in 1949 with aradio show ...

Brendan sighed and looked up. Outside asky the
color of scorched nickel hung above Pennsylvania
Avenue. In the very corner of hiswindow, you could
just make out the scaffolding that covered the

Capital building, asted trellis overgrown with
plywood and poured-concrete forms. When he and
Robert Haherty, hislaw partner, had first taken this
office, Brendan had proudly pointed out the view to
everyone, including the Capitol police officerswho
dropped in with paperwork and Congressiona gossip
during their breaks. Now Rob was dead, killed four
years ago this Christmas Eve by adrunk driver,
though Brendan il hadn't taken his name from the
brass plate by the front door. The Capitol looked like
an image from war-torn Sargjevo, and the officers
Brendan had once known were unrecognizable
behind bulletproof jackets and wraparound
sunglasses.

"Mr. Keegan?' His secretary poked her head around
thedoor. "Okay if | leave alittle early today? It's
Parent Conference week at Jessie's school—"

"Sure, sure, Ashley. Y ou get that Labor Department
Suff over to Phil Lancaster?’

"I did." Ashley dready had her coat on, rummaging
in apocket for her farecard. "How's Peter these

days?’

Peter was Brendan's son. "Oh, he's grest, just
great," he said, nodding. "Doing very well. Very, very
wdl."

Thiswasn't true and, in fact, never really had been.
Shortly after his second birthday, Peter Keegan had
been diagnosed as having Pervasive Devel opmental
Disorder, which asfar as Brendan could figure was
just amore socialy acceptable term for hisson's
being (inthe medica parlance) "somewhere within

the autism continuum.” Batteries of tests had
followed—CAT scans, MRIs and PETs—and the
upshot of it dl was yet another string of |etters:
PDDNOS, or Pervasive Developmental Disorder Not



Otherwise Specified. In other words, Peter Xavier
Keegan, now four, had never spoken aword to
anyone. If you touched him he moved away,
deliberately but casudly, with no more emotion than
if hed brushed up againg athorny hedge. If you
tried to look him in the eye, helooked away; if
anyonetried to hold him, however gently, hewould
scream, and hit, and bite, and eventually fall
screaming to the floor.

He had not always been like that. Brendan had to
remind himsdlf every day, lest the fragmentary
images of eghteen-month-old Peter smiling in hislap
disappear forever. Once upon atime, Peter had been
okay. Brendan had to believe that, despite the
doctors who told him otherwise. That his son had
been born with this condition; that Peter's neura
wiring was defective; that the chances for reclaming
that other child—the onewho clung to hisfather and
babbled wordlesdy but cheerfully, the one who
gazed at Brendan with clear blue eyesand held his
finger ashefdl adegp—weredimor nil. Just last
week Brendan's ex-wife, Teri, had begun anew
regime of vitamin therapy for their son, thelatest in
an endless series of effortsto reclaim the toddler
they had logt.

They were gtill waiting to see the results. And
Brendan's secretary Ashley would have known al
this because Teri had told her, during one of her
daily phone callsto Brendan to discussthe million
details of shared custody arrangements—pickup
times, doctors appointments, changesin Peter's
medication, nightmares, biting incidents, billsfor the
expensve Birchwood School, missing shoes, and
loose teeth. To hisrecollection, Brendan had never
volunteered asingle word about hisson or his
divorceto Ashley, but he had no doubt but that, if
caled upon, his secretary could testify in Digtrict
Court about everything from his prior sexud
relationship with his ex-wife (stisfactory if
unremarkable) to his current attendance at AA
mestings (occasond).

"Peter'svery well," he repeated onelast time. He
made atube of Tony'sfax and eyed his secretary
through one end. "Good luck at school, Ashley."

He waked homethat evening, his briefcase nudging
hisleg as he made hisway up Pennsylvania Avenue,
keeping his bare head down againgt the chill night



wind. Tony'sfax stuck up out of his overcoat
pocket, till curled into atube. He ducked into the
gourmet kitchen shop and bought some coffee
beans, then headed down Fourth Street towards his
gpartment. He was thinking about the old Chip
Crockett Show, and how his secretary was born a
good ten years after it had gone off the air.

How did | get to be so old? he marveled, kicking at
the pile of sodden leaves banked againgt his
building's outer door. "Mr. Keegan." When the hell
did that happen? And he went inside, to sllenceand
The Washington Pogt still unread on the kitchen
counter, the unblinking red eye of the answering
machine signaling that no one had called.

Thursday night he met Tony Kemper & Childe
Roland. The club had been abig hangout for them
back when Brendan wasin law school at Georgetown
inthe early 1980s. Tony was still playing with the
Maronisin those days, and the Childe Roland was a
popular after-hours spot for musicians on tour.

Later, after Tony left the Maronis and moved back to
D.C., hed headline with local bands, and he and
Brendan and Brendan's cousin, Kevin, had gotten
into the habit of meseting at the Childe Roland every
Thursday after closing time, to drink and listen to
whatever performers happened to drop by.

Now, yearslater, al three were veterans of
Alcoholics Anonymous, dthough Kevin wasthe only
onewho gill attended meetings regularly. But they
till met once aweek at the Childe Roland, sitting at
atablein the shabby downstairsroom with its brick
walls and fading posters for Root Boy Slim and
Tommy Keene and the Dale Williams Band. They'd
eat hamburgers and drink coffee or Evian water,
feed quartersto the vintage Wurlitzer jukeboxes,
and argue politics and football over "96 Tears' and
"Bagtards of Young" and "Pretty Vacant."

Tonight Brendan wasthefirst to arrive, asusud.
He'd been divorced for nearly ayear but till couldn't
quite get the hang of being single. He didn't date, he
didn't cook. He worked late when he could, but
Haherty, Keegan & Associates didn't generate
enough of a caseload to merit more than two or



three nights aweek. He had Peter on dternate
weekends and Tuesdays, but that still |eft alot of
downtime. He hated to admit it, but when Tony or
Kevin had to cance Thursdays at Childe Roland,
Brendan was depressed—depressed enough that
hed cometo Childe Roland by himsdlf and St a
their usua place and feed the jukebox, playing the
songs Kevin or Tony would have played, even the
ones he hated.

But he wouldn't be done tonight. He heard Tony
before he saw him. Or rather, he heard everyone
edseseaing him—

"Tony, my man! What's shakin?"
"Tony Maroni! 'Hooray, hello, whoawhoawhoa!* *

"Tdv! n
"lt'sthe Tonester!"

Brendan watched as his friend grinned and waved,
crossing the room in that bizarre way he had,
haf-glide and haf-douch, resplendent in hisancient
black leather jacket and decrepit Converse hightops,
hislong black hair streaked with grey but otherwise
pretty much unchanged from the lanky, goofy-faced
nineteen-year-old who once upon atime had been
the Great White Hope of Rock and Roll. On the
Bowery, anyway, for afew yearsin the mid-1970s,
which (according to Tony) wasthe last time rock had
meattered.

That was when Tony founded The Maronis, the
proto-punk band whosefirst, self-titled record had
recently been cited by The New Y ork Times as one of
the ten most influential rock abums of the century.
(Thefollow-up, Maronis Get Detention, camein at
number 79.) The band'sformula, equa parts
three-chord rock and Three Stooges, won them a
record contract with EMI, anationa tour, and al the
attendant problems as Tony, Mony, Pony, and Teda
(né Tony Kemper, Marty Berenstein, Paul Schippa,
and Dickie Stanton) played, fought, drank, dropped
acid, shot up, and eventualy OD'd.

Not al at the sametime, of course, but that wasit
asfar as EMI was concerned. The Maronislost their
only contract with amgjor label. Worse, they lost
their catalog—they hadn't bothered with an attorney



when they signed—and the ensuing decades had
seen onefalled lawsuit after another brought by
band members, whenever one was flush enough to
hirealawyer.

Still, the band continued to tour and record, on the
small New Jersey-based Millstone labdl. When Mony
died of aheroin overdose, he was replaced, first by
Joni, the band'sfirg femade guitarist, and then by
Sony, a Japanese fan who attached himsdlf to the
Maronis after their disastrous 1984 Tokyo
appearance. That was when Tony |eft the band.
Despite the rumors, held never gotten into heroin.
Even asakidin Yonkers hedd been terrified of
needles; Kevin used to stedl hypos from his doctor
father and hide them in Tony's Deputy Dawg
lunchbox, something Brendan would never have
forgiven hiscousin for, but Tony wasincapable of
anything resembling anger. Whatever demons he
encountered, he fought them down with
beer—preferably Budweiser, even when he (briefly)
could have afforded Heineken. Hed findly lost itin
Japan when, jet-lagged and suffering from food
poisoning, heldd gotten the DTs and started

screaming about Gojiro in the lobby of the Tokyo
Hilton. Millstone had no money for an emergency
medical evacuation, and so Brendan and Kevin
arranged to have their childhood friend flown back to
the States. Kevin had gone over to escort
Tony—Kevinwasraking it in at Merrill Lynch—and on
their return he and Brendan checked their friend into
detox.

He'd been sober ever since. Although, because he
was Tony Maroni, thiswasn't dways readily

apparent.
"Hey, Brenda Starr! How'sit goin?"

Brendan looked up, making aface at the boyhood
nickname. "Tony. Good to see you—"

He reached across the table to shake hishand. Tony
leaned forward and grabbed himin ahug. "Y eah,
man, great to seeyou, too!" Asthough it had been
ayear instead of aweek; asthough they hadn't just
talked on the phone, oh, about two hours ago.
"Wheres Kevo?'

Brendan shrugged. "He should be here soon.”



"Right, right. The Family Man. Family métters. Family
matters,” Tony repeated, cocking his head and
scrunching hisface up. "Hey, getit? Like, it
matters—"

"l getit, Tony."
"I never did. Not until just now."

Brendan sghed, glanced up to see ayoung woman
intorn fishnets and polyester skirt, Mandelbrot
tattoos and enough surgical sted piercingsto arm
an emerging nation. "Oh good. Here'sthe Bionic
Waitress."

Tony whirled to grin & her. "Bethie! Hi! Hey, you
look nicein thet outfit—"

"It'smy uniform, Tony," the waitress said, but
smiled, displaying more gleaming metd and atongue
stud. "Where's your other partner in crime?’

"Kevo? Hell be here. He's got kids, you know—"
Tony suddenly looked across the table, stricken. "Oh
hey, man, | didn't mean—I mean, he'sgot kidstoo,"
he sad, pointing a Brendan. "It'sjust—"

"Tony. It'sokay," said Brendan.

"—jugt, uh, Kevin'sgot alot of 'em. Well, two,
ayway."

"Redly?' Thewaitress|ooked down at Brendan
curioudy. "l never knew you were married.”

"He'snot," said Tony. "Hes—"

"I'm divorced,” Brendan broke in. He gave Tony an
icy look. "I havealittle boy."

"Y eah? Y ou ought to bring him in some night. Okay,
you want something now or you want to walit for
your friend?

They ordered, coffee for Brendan, club sodawith
lemon for Tony. When she brought the drinks back,
Tony took the straw and blew its paper wrapper
acrossthe table at Brendan. "No offense, man," he
sad. "About—"

"Nonetaken, Tony." Brendan lifted his coffee mug



and amiled.
"Chears"

"Cheers" Tony took agip of hisdrink, then did from
his chair. "Gotta feed the jukebox, man. Right back.”

Brendan watched as hisfriend sidled over to one of
the club's vintage jukeboxes, spangled man-sized
bijoux that glittered and bubbled and glowed along
the brick walls. There was a Seeburg, a Rockola, and
the Childe Roland's crown jewd: a 1946 Wurlitzer
Mode 1015, specid edition "Ritesof Spring” in mint
condition, down to the 45s stacked on their
glittering turntable spindle. Tony hunched over this
now, drumming hisfingers on the glass surface. The
green-and-gold Bakelite pilasters and ruby lights
made him look like one of his own adolescent
daydreams, long hair touched with crimson, his Silly
Putty face given amomentary semblance of gravity,
asthough he were gazing into some piece of
sophisticated medical machinery instead of an old
jukebox.

"Hey." Tony frowned. "What happened to ‘Moulty?
And who thefuck put the Eagles on thisthing?"

Brendan shook his head, marveling ashe dwaysdid
at how long it took Tony to make his selections.
"You know," he said as Tony douched back to the
table, the opening drumbests of "Be My Baby"
echoing around them, "it took Phil Spector lesstime
to record that than it did for you to punchitin.”

Tony did back into his seet. "Hey, you know what
that is? That'sthe Big Bang, man! Bum, bum-bum!
Bum, bum-bum! That's the noise God made when
He made the universe! When | die, make surethey
play that, okay?' He clapped ahand to hisforehead.
"Geez, | dmogt forgot! Check this out—"

He fumbled in apocket of hisleather jacket,
withdrew awad of folded-up paper. "There's, like, a
Chip Crockett Web page. Listen—"

Tony smoothed out the paper, then cleared his
throat. " ‘Like alot of other people, | grew up inthe
early 1960s watching The Chip Crockett Show, " he
read. " 'l wastill pretty young when | watched it,
though, and | don't redlly remember much, except
that the puppets were sort of scary. But since



garting this Web page | have had many other
people write to me about their memories of the
show, and | have cometo realize that Chip Crockett
has actudly influenced mein waysthat | am only
beginning to understand." "

Brendan shook his head. "Wow. That's some
testimony.”

"Y eah, man, but he'sright. | mean, Chip Crockett
hed an amazing impact on me—"

"Y eah, but you're Tony Maroni. Chip Crockett could
have invented you. Here, give me that --"

Brendan took the page and glanced down it. No
pictures, just aweb address, a brief introduction
and ligting of contents.

BROADCAST HISTORY

ARTICLES & OBITUARIES (NEW)

THEME SONG

THE GREAT FIRE OF 1966

CHIP CROCKETT'SCHRISTMAS SPECIAL

"l didn't havetimeto print out the whole thing,”

Tony said apologeticaly. "'l had duty in the computer

lab but then therewas afiredrill ..."

"I remember the Christmas Special." Brendan |ooked
thoughtful. "It was A Christmas Carol, but with al
the puppets playing the parts. Ooga Booga was
Scrooge—"'

"Scrooga Booga," Tony corrected him. "And Ogden
Orff was Bob Cratchit—"

"Brendan." A gigantic hand suddenly descended to
grip Brendan's shoulder. "Tony. Sorry I'm late.”
Kevin Donnelly's shadow fell across the table—abig
shadow. "Eileen had to work late and | had to get
the girlsfrom dance and then dinner—"

Tony clasped Kevin's hand, moving his chair over to
make room. Kevin sat and waved &t their waitress.

"An O'Douls, pleass," he sad, then turned to his



cousin. "Brendan. How you doing?'

"Good, very good.” Brendan smiled. "What's new
with you?"

"Not much. What you got there?"

"The Chip Crockett Web page. Listen—" Brendan
held the page up and gestured dramaticaly. " 'l have
cometo redlize that Chip Crockett has actually
influenced mein waysthat | am only beginning to
understand.’ Y ou know, | think Tony could start a
religion based on this."

"Mmm. Eileen wouldn't like that. Let me see—"

In Kevin's hand the page |ooked insubstantial as
tissue. He was abig man who in the course of two
decades of steadfast bodybuilding had become
absolutely huge, red-haired and ruddy-faced, his
arms and shoulders so powerful they aways|ooked
asthough they were about to burst through his
hand-tailored suit jackets, like some demented
Capital Hill verson of The Incredible Hulk. Asaboy
he'd terrorized not just Brendan and Tony but
everyone within afive-block radius of Tuckahoe
Road, and started dipping into the dtar wine before
his twelfth birthday. At Notre Dame on afootball
scholarship, he'd brought the team to the Nationadls,
then gone on to get an MBA from the Wharton
School. HEd made hisfirst million before he was
thirty, gotten sober, bailed out of Merrill Lynch
exactly one month before Black Monday, and taken a
job asalobbyist for Standard Oil.

"Y ou read this, Brendan?' Kevin scowled. "Did you
reed this?'

"Y up. What do you think?"

Kevin continued to scan the printout, while Brendan
flagged their waitress for more coffee. Whenever he
saw his cousin, Brendan fdlt as though he were
glimpsing himsdf in some dternate universe. Kevin
looked like Brendan on steroids, Brendan's sandy
hair turned to flame, Brendan's body pumped full of
Vitamin B-12 and Proteinex. His cousin's career and
domedtic life were shiny perverse reflections of
Brendan's own—immense financia success,
gorgeous ex-moded spouse, perfect children, perfect
Potomac home, perfect perfect perfect. Whereas



Brendan fdt asthough he were channding his
ex-wifethrough his secretary, and hisonly child
seemed to livein that other universe aswell, gazing
into Brendan's world as though it were an empty
expanse of sky.

"| think it'sacapita offenseif my taxes are paying
Tony to print out thiskind of stuff on school time.”
Kevin shook his head and handed the page back to
Tony. "Tell me, Tony, how the hell do you keep that
job?1 mean, what do you tell those kids, asa
teacher?"

"Y ou know. Follow your bliss. Stay out of jail. | tell
them to beredly, redly careful, otherwise they'll end
up likeme"

Brendan and Kevin laughed, but Tony only
shrugged. "Well, it'strue” hesad. "Theway |
figure, I'm saving the school system thousands of
dollarsayear in anti-drug programs and stuff like
thet."

"But you never did drugs, Tony," said Kevin.

"Y eah, but they don't know that. | tell 'em: Stay in
school, go to the college of your choice, learn a
viable trade. Otherwise you'll spend the rest of your
lifegiving practice SATsto dimbulbslike Nelson
Crane."

The Bionic Waitress reappeared and refilled
Brendan's coffee cup. As he moved the papers aside
she glanced down at them curioudly.

"Who died?"

"Chip Crockett,” said Tony.

Shewrinkled her nose. "Who's Chip Crockett?'

Tony rubbed his chin. "Wdl, hewas thiskiddie show
host along time ago. Kind of like Chuck McCann.”

"Or Paul Winchdll," said Kevin.
"Who'rethey?"

"Do you remember Uncle Floyd Vivino?" asked
Brendan.



"Uh, no."

Tony frowned, thinking. Finally he brightened. "What
about PeeWee Herman?"

The waitress scrunched her face up. "Mmm, maybe a
litte"

"Miger Rogers?'
"Surel" She looked more closdly at the obituary.

"Wdll, Chip Crockett was sort of like a cross between
Mister Rogers and PeeWee Herman,” explained
Brendan.

"Or Adam Sandler,” said Kevin. "Actudly, hewas
more like a cross between Mister Rogers and Tony
here

The walitress laughed. "Wow. Sorry | missed out on
that one."

She turned and headed back to the kitchen. Tony
dared after her admiringly, then shoved his chair
back. " 'Scuse me, gotta hit the head.”

Hisfriendswatched him go. "So," said Kevin, easing
himsdf into the chair next to Brendan. "Tony's
taking the news about Chip Crockett pretty hard.
How 'bout you?"

"Aw, don't give him ahard time, Kev," said Brendan.
He sometimesfdt as though he'd spent hisentire

life defending Tony againg Big Tough Guyslike
Kevin. "He gets on these kicks, hell get over it.”

Kevin looked hurt. "'l wasn't giving him ahard time. |
actudly fed kind of bad about it mysdif."

"About Chip Crockett?'

"Sure. | liked Chip Crockett. Especialy Ogden Orff ..."
Kevin rapped his knuckles again hisforehead and
cried, " 'No, Ogden, noooo!' " Then, in fonder tones,
" "That's my boy—Ogden Orff!""

Brendan smiled. "Good old Ogden Orff. But gee,
Kev. | never figured you'd be al broken up about
Chip Crockett."



"I dunno. | was thinking about how thét firejust,

like, wiped any evidence of him off the planet. Likeif
you're not on TV somewhere, or on the net, you

just don't exist anymore. Freaks me out, al that

stuff. Y ou know, getting old. People dying. That kind
of thing."

Brendan eyed his cousin suspicioudy. "Is something
wrong?" he asked, fighting the faintest, crudlest
gpasm of glee a the thought.

"No. That'sthe problem. Everything's perfect. Too
perfect. | mean, the girls are gonnaneed bracesina
year or two, and Eileen's a screaming banshee
because of thisremodeing job shesdoing out in
Warrenton, but—well, don't you ever fed like that?
Like everything'sjust going too well?"

Brendan stared at his cousin. Kevin stared back, his
bright blue eyes completdly guildless. "No," Brendan
sad at last. Heturned to grab his coffee from the
walitress. "Y ou know, | got to get going—I've got a
case coming up, | need to go over some stuff before
the weekend."

Hetook agulp of coffee, pulled out aten-dollar bill
and did it under the mug. Behind him Tony
regppeared, grinning and singing along with the
Jjukebox in that immediately recognizable, nasa
just-north-of-the-Bronx voice. Brendan pulled on
his overcoat, watching him. It was dways
disconcerting to him, the difference between Tony
Kemper and Tony Maroni. Thelatter's now-famous
stage persona, agangly stoop-shouldered goofus
doing his trademarked knock-kneed
dance—practicaly immobile from thewaist up and
looking as though he were swallowing the mike, his
face hidden behind acurtain of lank black hair ashe
blurted out his customary gregting—"Hooray hello,
whoawhoawhoa!"—followed by three-chord
anthemslike"ECT" and "GonnaHave aBad Trip" and
"Tibbets Park," the FM radio hit he'd dedicated to
Brendan and Kevin—

Comewith metonight
Playin'inthe dark
We can have agresat time

Down at Tibbets Park ...



Tony Maroni was agoofball, aknucklehead, a
refugee from dl those kiddie showsthey'd lived on
back in'Y onkers—Soupy Sales doing The Mouse,
Chuck McCann gticking pennies on hiseyesand
pretending to be Little Orphan Annie, ventriloquist
Paul Tripp arguing with hisdummy sidekick Jerry
Mahoney. Whereas the rea Tony Kemper moved
with an unconscious but intensdy sexy, dmost
feminine grace: he was like someonefeigning
drunkenness, catching you off guard by catching
himsdlf just when you thought he was going to walk
into thewall. And hewas agreat dancer. Back at
Sacred Heart High School, Tony wasthe guy dl the
girlswanted to dow-dance with, while teenage
guitarists struggled through the solosin " Southern
Man" and "Nightsin White Satin.”

Now Tony blinked, staring at Brendan in dismay.
"Brendal Y ou're not leaving aready?"

"Sorry, Tony. I've got this case, wed like to try and
get asettlement before Christmas—"

"Wait." Kevin whistled and held ahand up, as
though officiating afight. "Before| forget: Eileen
wants you both to comefor Thanksgiving." He
pointed at Brendan. "Do you have Peter that
weekend? 'Cause the girlswould loveit if—"

"I think | do. I'm pretty sure Teri has him for
Chrigmas."

"Great. What about you, Tony?"

Tony rubbed hischin. "Yeah, | think | can swingit.
Therésthisgirl I've been sort of seeing, but—"

"Well, bring her. Or dump her. Whatever. Just let
Eileen know, okay?"

Tony nodded. He swung around to throw an arm
over Brendan's shoulder. " See you here next week,
then?'

"Righto.” Brendan headed for the stairs, pausing to
give hisfriendsasdute. "Very, very good to see you

quys”

"Cdl Eileen, okay? Let her know if you can come,”
Kevin cdled after him. "And hey, | redly hope Peter



can makeit."

"I'll let you know," Brendan said with awave. "
‘Night—"

Kevin watched thoughtfully as hiscousin
disappeared up the steps. Beside him Tony sipped
his club soda, tapping the table in counterpoint to
the jukebox.

"Y ou know," Tony said after aminute, "Peter's sort
of like Tommy, isnt he?"

"Tommy?' Kevin garted, shook hishead. "Tommy
who?'

"Y ou know, Tommy—'that deaf, dumb and blind kid
sure playsamean pinball.' "

Kevin swiveled to stare a him. His eyes narrowed as
he drew hisbreath in. "Y ou know what? Y ou're an
idiot, Tony," he said softly. "A totd fucking idiot.”

Tony put down hisclub soda. "'l just meant—"

"And you ever say something like that to Brendan,
I'll put your fucking lightsout." He tossed a handful
of billson thetable. "I'll seeyou a Thanksgiving."

"Y eah, sure.” Tony waved meekly as Kevin left.
"Thanksgiving. My favorite holiday. Damn, that's not
what | meant, you know that's not what | meant.”
Heran ahand through hishair, fumbled around for
afigful of change and added it to the money on the
table. Then he stood, rocking anxioudly back and
forth on hishedsuntil he saw the waitress
gpproaching. "Thanks Bethie," he said, grabbing the
printout from Chip Crockett's Web page. "' See you
soon.”

"Goodbye hello, Tony."

"Whoawhoawhoa," he said ruefully, and lft.

Asit turned out, Brendan saw Tony alot sooner
than Thanksgiving—the next day, in fact. Every
other Friday Brendan had his son for the weekend,
picking him up early from the Birchwood School,
where fourteen caregivers exposed his son and
seventeen other very young children to arigoroudy



ordered curriculum. The days were exquisitely
maintained: children sat a tablefor meds, games
were devised so that students |earned cooperative
behavior, objects were labeled and their names
repested cong stently. Teachers taught parentsto
use the same specific words and phrases over and
over again, to maintain consistency a home.

Brendan's ex-wife, Teri, had grest faith in the
Birchwood School and itsintensve program of early
intervention. Although the adminigtration and
teachers didiked labdling, most of their students had
been diagnosad as having some form of Pervasive
Developmental Disorder and, like Peter, their
behavior placed them somewhere dong the autism
continuum. Whenever he visited the school Brendan
found himsdf contemplating an adult correlation to
this, something he cdled the Parental Anguish
Continuum. Peter was verbaly non-communicetive
and, like many of the other children, hypersengtive
to touch and sensory stimulation. But histantrums
had grown lessfrequent in the last year, and he had
done wonderfully wdl in the ordered environment at
Birchwood. What would it beliketo have ason like
Sasha Petrowicz, whose sensitivity to the world was
such that he spent much of the day screaming in
pain? Or adaughter like Ivy Montrose, who had been
adopted from an orphanage in Rumaniaand had a
band of scar tissue across her forehead, from
headbanging in an iron-sided crib? What would it be
like to be Kurt and Donna Raymond, whose only
child had died of pneumoniaafter surgery? Setting
himsdlf within that arc, Brendan with cusomary Irish
Catholic gtoiciam (Teri cdled thisdenid) found
himself counting his blessings. On one hand and
with gritted teeth, to be sure; but Brendan knew
better than to fed sorry for himsdlf or hisson, at
least for more than an hour or two, and never when
vigiting the Birchwood Schoal.

"Brendan! Hi!"

Peggy Storrs, Peter's teacher, waved to him from a
corner. Brendan smiled and walked over. "Hi, Peggy.
How's everyone doing?'

"He's having apretty good day." Peggy sat
cross-legged on the floor, a number of blocks
scattered around her. Shewasin her late twenties,
Brendan guessed, and completing her Magtersin
Education at G.W., a strong-festured young woman



with thick chestnut hair hidden beneeth a brightly
checked wool hat, batiked cotton trousersand a
fuzzy handknit swester. Brendan figured her for a
leshian, because of the hat; she reminded him of
certain nuns he'd had as teachers back at Sacred
Heart, gedy-eyed women who in another life might
have become neurosurgeons, astrophysicists,
attorneys speciaizing in medical malpractice. "Joni's
got the flu, so I'mwith Allen, too, which ismaking it
alittledifficult. We had alittle outburst at snack
time, but other than that Peter's doing great.”

Peggy smiled a Brendan, then turned her attention
back to work. Beside her, but afew feet apart from
each other, kndt two little boys. They were stacking
blocks, Allen in adistracted manner, placing two or
three atop each other before knocking them down,
Peter with intense concentration—stacking first a
blue block, then ayelow one, then another blue,
then ydlow.

"Put in agreen one, Peter,” Peggy urged, and held
out another block. "Here. Put in the green block.”

Peter ignored her. He continued stacking, head
tilted, his resolute gaze fixed not so much on the
blocks as on some point just beyond. Watching his
son made Brendan think of hummingbirds, how their
metabolisms were supposedly so quick-working,
their bodies and brainswired at arate so much
faster than humansthat they did not even perceive
us. Toahummingbird, Brendan was only amassive
grey-and-black blur, solid and unmoving asa
boulder.

What was he to his son?

"Peter," he sad gently. "Peter, hi. Hi, honey, hi
Peter."

A smileflickered across Peter'sface, so fast it was
like one of those phantom looksthat crossa
dreamer'sface in deep REM deep. But Brendan
recognized it. He smiled back, feding asurge of joy
so acuteit waslike grief. "Good, Peter! Takethe
green block from Peggy.”

Peggy's hand hovered afew inchesfrom the blue
and ydlow stack.

"Take the green block, Peter," she said.



Another flicker, annoyance thistime; then only that
unwavering concentration as Peter put another blue
block on top of the pile. Brendan's ssomach
clenched. He knew his son wasn't being stubborn,
but sometimes he found it impossible to keep from
reading his behavior that way. If you saw these kids
in an ordinary setting—and the Birchwood School
was, in most ways, an ordinary setting—you might
not know there was anything unusua about them.
They were small, they wore rompers and Gap jeans
and L.L. Bean swesters, Teletubbies sweatshirts and
Elmo sneakers, they toddled and ran around and
cried like other kids. It was only after been you'd
been here for awhile that you noticed the dreamily
intent rocking in front of awindow; the methodica
ordering and reordering of blocks and cups and
plastic forms; the boy whirling in acorner until
reminded that it wastimeto go outside; the
congtant and insistently repeated statements from
the teachers—

"Takethe green block, Peter. I'm going to put it on
top. I'm going to put the green block there, Peter—"

Peter's head was half-turned to pick up another
ydlow block from thefloor. Peggy placed the green
one on top of histower, breaking its careful

symmetry. Blueydlow blueyelow blueyelow blue—

Without aword Peter turned, smacking the pile.
Blocksflew everywhere, one of them striking Allen
on the leg. He began to cry, and Peggy moved
quickly to comfort him.

"It'sdl right, Allen. That was an accident—"

"Right." Brendan let his breath out and clapped his
hands on his knees. "We're going to the zoo now,
Peter. Thisisthe day when we go to the zoo."

The sameflicker across the boy'sface, water rushing
over pale sand. Without looking &t hisfather he
shook hishead. "Great," said Brendan. He pointed
to the row of cubbies against onewall. "Let's go get
your jacket and your knapsack. Have agood
weekend, Peggy."

"Y ou too, Brendan. Bye, Peter!”

Peter turned and walked to his cubby. Brendan



followed him and started to gather his son's
butterfly-colored paraphernalia, green and blue
knapsack, yellow rubber boots in casein rained,
yellow rubber duck. He went into the kitchen and
retrieved Peter's medication, then caught up with
Peter waiting by the door.

"Okay, Peter. You ready?"

They went to the zoo. Ever since hislaw school days
Brendan had loved it, theilluson of order and safety
and immense distance granted by carefully designed
landscapes and cast-resin boulders.

He had learned, however, that al of thiswastoo
much for Peter; everything except the Reptile House.
Peter was fascinated by the displays here, especialy
theiguanas asthey did with Snigter intent from

rock to sand, finaly ending up in agrest hegp atop
each other.

"Look a that lizard, Peter. How many lizardsin that
pile? One, two, threelizards...."

Peter moved closer to the glass. Brendan stepped
towards him, and bumped into someone.

"Excuseme, I'm sorry—"
"Hey, Brendan."

"Tony?" Brendan looked up into hisfriend'slopsided
grin. Tony waswearing hiswork clothes, grey
herringbone tweed jacket, skinny black tie. " Jeez,
Tony, hi. What are you doing here?"

Tony shrugged. "Oh, | dunno. I like snakes, |
guess”

"I know, but aren't you ..." Brendan stopped. "Oh
no. Tony—"

Tony gave him asheepish look. "Yeah. |, uh,
actualy, well—I got canned. Thet girl | was seeing—"

"Oh, Chrigt, Tony! Don't tell me, please don't tell
me—"'

"No! I mean, she's eighteen, anyway, but nothing
happened, | just sort of hung out with her after
school acouple of times, but someone said



something, and—"

"Tony—"

"—and anyway, we didn't have dl that muchin
common. Asit turned out.”

"'Asit turned out.' 'Asit turned out.' Tony, thisis
not agood thing. | mean, do you have an
atorney—"

"No, man! Nothing happened. I'm not getting sued,
or anything likethat. | mean, | was only a substitute
anyway. They just, uh, said it wasn't working out.
Plus| dready have another job, Russ Acton said he
hasagig for me, working nights at Gigantor
Records."

"Gigantor Records." Brendan shifted so he could
keep an eye on Peter, ill standing mesmerized by
theiguanas. "Whoo boy. Tony ..."

"Hey, it'sagood ded. Only three nights aweek, plus
| get the employee discount. But, uh, that's actualy
not why | was looking for you."

Brendan closed his eyes. Overhead aceiling fan
turned desultorily. He took a deep breath, and
opened hiseyesagain. "Yes?'

"I, uh—wdl, you know, | only had this
month-by-month lease after Kimberly split, and it
turns out the lease wasn't even in her name but that
guy she used to go out with, what's his name, you
know, Roy, the bartender down at—"

"Tony."

"And I, uh, well—do you think | could crash at your
placefor awhile? Just until | can get on my feet?
Like amonth or two, till the new year—"

Brendan shook hishead. "l don't know if that would

work, Tony. Like now—I have Peter every other
weekend, and sometimes during the week, and—"

"It would be temporary. Very temporary. Say a
week."

"Youjust said amonth.”



"Okay, fine, amonth. And | promise, | promiseit
won't be any longer—"

Brendan rubbed his eyes, defeated. "Oh, Chrigt. All
right. Yes. But only for—"

"—'cause like, there'sthis place I'm guaranteed, |
know I can get it, up by Nebraska Ave., but the guy
isn't moving till right after New Y ear's. Plusthat way
| can, like, save up enough for the security deposit
and stuff. And Christmas presents.”

"It'sokay, Tony. | mean, | guessit'll work out, if it's
only for awhile. Jus—when Teri's over, maybe you
better keep alow profile.”

"Sure, man. | mean, | redly appreciateit, | know it's
ahasde and suff—"

"It'sno hasde"

"—but | redly gppreciateit.” Tony tugged at the
neck of histweed jacket, then held out his hand.
"Thanks, Brendan."

"No prob." Brendan gave hisfriend's hand a cursory
shake, turned and walked over to thewall of glass
cages. "Hey, Peter, look who's here. Uncle Tony."

"It's Crazy Uncle Tony!" Tony announced. He
crossed to stand directly behind Peter. "Hey, look at
al those lizards making abig pile. 'Dogpile on the
rabbit! Dogpile on the rabbit!" "

Brendan frowned as Tony went on. "Y ou
remember—Bugs Bunny! Boy, check him out, that
guy'shuge." A flicker, and Peter tilted his head,
looking where Tony pointed. "Y ou know, | think |
used to date hissigter.”

Brendan laughed. "How old was she?"

"Aw, man. | mean, you shouldve seen thisgirl,
there's no way she looked under—"

"Uh-uh-uh. That'sthefirgt thing they teach you at
law school: Never date anyonein high schoal.
God, Tony. Do me afavor, do not mention thisto
Teri. Or anyonedse.”

"Absolutely, man." Tony's gaze didn't move from the



cage. "l definitely dated that guy's Sster.”

"Comeon, let'slook at the crocodiles. Peter?”
Brendan moved to take his son's hand. For a

fraction of asecond Peter'srested against his

father's pam, warm and sticky, hisfingernailsrough
where held bitten them. Then they did away.

Brendan fdt that same small stab at his ches,

familiar and painful asapulled tendon; but he only
looked at his son and smiled. "Remember the
crocodiles? Y ou liked them last timewewere here....."

They wandered through the rest of the reptile
house, Tony expressing remorse over the remains
of several white mice and adead sparrow. After a
quarter hour, Peter grew restive. He started
grabbing a therailingsin front of the glass cages
and rocking back and forth, his cheeks flushed.

Brendan turned to Tony. "He'shungry," he said.
"Okay Peter, timeto go. It'stimeto leave the zoo

Peter said nothing; only rocked faster, back and
forthontherall.

"Timeto go," repeated Brendan. "Come on, Peter.
We haveto leave now."

Peter closed his eyes and swung sideways.

"Peter," Brendan said again. He looked at Tony and
took adeep breath. "All right, Peter—I'll have to pick
you up, then—"

He stepped towards Peter, wrapped hisarmsfirmly
around him and started disentangling him from the
rall. Peter kicked, grunting loudly; then began to
scream. At the other end of the room amother with
two smdl girlsstared at Brendan, frowning.

"Peter," Brendan said in agtrained voice, prisng his
son'sfingersfrom therailing. "Come on, Peter—"

Peter tarted crying. Brendan held him astight ashe
could and carried him to the exit. When he saw the
door, Peter's cries abruptly stopped, but he
continued to push &t hisfather, trying to get away.
Tony bounced after them.

"I'm hungry too, Peter,” Tony announced loudly.



Peter narrowed his eyes and |ooked the other way.
"Gentlemen?It'sdinner time—"

Tony held the door for them asthey stepped
outsde. "My treet," he said with abow.

"Tony, you dont—"

"My treat. Come on, Peter, were going to
McDondd's."

Brendan shook his head. "That may not be agood
idea, Tony." He bent and let Peter didefrom his
armsto the ground. "When he goes off likethis...."

But Peter was aready brightening. Hetook afew
steps, stopped, and looked at the sky, shutting his
eyesand letting that same hdf-smileflash acrosshis
face. Brendan watched him, then turned to Tony.

"Okay. We can try McDondd's" hesaid. "Just don't
tell Teri, shell hold you persondly responsible for
the extinction of the poison arrow frog."

Peter stared up at Tony, but looked away when the
tall man gazed down at him.

"We can wak there," Tony said. "Right, Peter?’ Peter
turned, continuing to watch Tony from the corners

of hiseyes. Tony began to walk backwards down the
sdewalk. "Plus, Brenda, thisway you don't haveto
do the dishes afterwards.....

"—rplus, | have one morefavor to ask you," he
added, sdling up dongside of Brendan asthey
approached Connecticut Avenue.

Brendan stopped, grabbing Peter as he ran towards
the gate. "What?' he asked tersaly. His son struck
at hishands as he zipped up Peter's jacket and
pulled aknit cap down over the boy's deek hair.

"No biggie. Jugt, could you help me move my stuff?
Thereésnot alot,” Tony added, "it'sjust too much
for one cab ride, you know, plus your car has so
much moreroom.”

Brendan sghed. "All right, Tony."

"And could you maybe do it tonight?'Cause the
landlady said she's, like changing the locks tomor—"



"YesTony."

Brendan's blue eyes glittered dangeroudy. Tony said
nothing more; just nodded and walked with them up
Connecticut Avenue, past the first crowds of
commuters heading homein the early dusk.

They ate. Peter was quiet, repeatedly squeezing his
chicken nuggets between hisfingers and refusing to
eat more than afew mouthfuls. But Brendan was
relieved that it was nothing more than that, no
screaming fits, no throwing food or trays or cups,
nothing to make al the other parentsand children
turn from their Big Macs and Happy Medsto stare at
an uncontrollable four-year-old and hisineffectua
father. Afterwards they found Brendan'sVolvo
wagon and drove to Adams Morgan to retrieve
Tony's suff. This consisted of a stereo system, five
large boxes of CDs and tapes, another six cartons
containing records by Firesign Theater and dozens
of one-hit wondersfrom the late '60s and early
"70s;, asmall carton of paperbacks, heavy on the
[luminati and the Beats, aspatula; Tony's Mosrite
electric guitar; and asingle black trash bag holding
Tony'swardrobe, which conssted entirdly of black
T-shirtsand black jeans.

"That'sit,” Tony announced. He tossed the trash

bag into the back of the car. In the middle sest,

Peter sat quietly and stared out the side window.
Brendan had remained behind the whed—they were
illegaly parked, and he was aso doing |ookout duty
for Roy, putative owner of both Tony's ex-girlfriend
and her lease, abartender known for his humorless
attachment to World Wrestling Federation events.

"Good." Brendan leaned out the car window. "Now
canwego?'

"Y eah, yeah, just hold on. One morething—" Tony
raced back updtairs, long hair flying. A moment later
he returned and sprinted down the steps, his
battered black leather jacket in hisarms. "God, it
feels so great getting out of that hellhole! | thought

I'd never escape.”

"Y ou were only there for three months" said
Brendan. The VVolvo pulled away from the curb. Tony
turned to look back.



"Yeah, well, it seemed likealifetime” he said. "Hey,
therés Roy!"

He rolled down the window, flapping hishands at a
big bearded man in a Redskins windbregker. "Y o,
Roy! Y our mother sews socks that smell!”

"Tony!" Brendan started to laugh. "You redly arean
idiot, you know that? That guy better not have your
new address—"

"No way, man." Heturned to grin a the boy in the
back seat. "Pretty good, huh, Peter? Stick around
with your old Uncle Tony, tomorrow I'll teach you
how to meet girls." Peter smiled, so quickly that
Brendan caught only the faintest shimmer of itin the
rearview mirror. Tony beamed, pounding on the
dashboard and nodding. "Thisis going to be grest,
Brenda, you know? Having the chance to hang out
with you, spend some QT ..."

"When do you start work?'

"Good question. Y ou know, | think maybel'm
supposed to go in tonight, just to get acclimated.
Y ou got an extrakey?'

"Tonight? What, like now?Y ou want meto drop
you—"

"No, man. | told you, I'm the graveyard shift,
midnight to seven.”

Brendan groaned. "Y ou didn't tell me. And you
better not wake me up or you'll beliving in Stanton
Square Park."

"No prob, man, no prob. Just give me an extrakey,
I'll kissyou guys good night and then bye-bye—"

Tony let hisarm drape out the open window. As
they rounded a corner he waved at a group of
gpike-haired kids hanging out in front of a7-11.
"Bye-bye," he repeated.

"Fuck you," one of the kids shouted. "M otherfucker,
you fuck—"

A bottle exploded on the street just behind the car,
broken glass spattering up againgt the rear window.



"Damnit!" Brendan swerved, then glanced a Tony.
Hewas gazing at the dashboard, his expresson
unreadable. "Boy, talk about alack of respect! If
only they knew Tony Maroni wasin thiscar.”

"Good thing they don't.” Tony'svoicewasflat. "Jdlo
Biafragot the shit beat out of himin Berkeley by a
bunch of kidslike that. He was going to watch agig
at Gilman Street, they thought he'd sold out.”

"Y eah, wdll, that won't happen to you," said Brendan
dryly.

Tony turned back to staring out the window. In the
seat behind them Peter began to snore softly, asthe
car turned down Mass. Ave. and they headed for
Brendan's apartment.

It was nearly dark when they got there, the
sulfur-ydlow sreetlights casting aHalloween glow
over Sdewaks and lawns and boxtree hedges.
Brendan's place was a brick rowhouse, the second
one from the corner on a street just afew blocks
from the old riot corridor; aneighborhood that had
spent the last fifteen years being gentrified without
ever quite achieving itsgod. He double-parked in
front and gave Tony the keys, waiting in the car as
Tony ran in and out with the stereo and guitar and
boxes of records.

"Okay, that's everything except the clothes," Tony
sad breathlesdy, hopping back into the front. "I
stuck it dl inthe front closet, that okay?"

"Yeah." Brendan cocked athumb at the backseat
where Peter lay dumped, hishand in hismouth. "But
tonight you deep on the couch—Peter'll bein his
room."

"No prob."

He swung the car around the corner and parked in
front of Big Mo's Liquor and Tobacco Plus. A few
underdressed men stood in front, their breath
ganing the air asthey cadged change from
commuters hurrying home with shoulders hunched
againg the cold. Brendan glared at them as he
stepped from the car.

"Damnwinas, get afucking job. All right, Peter," he
said, and reaching into the back seat he hefted the



boy in hisarms. "Tony, can you get that Suff on
your own?'

"Sure, man.”

"The car darm's s, don't messwith it once you
close the door."

Brendan gave the street men afina scowl, then
headed towards the corner. Tony hopped onto the
sdewak. He yanked out the black trash bag and his
leather jacket, dropped them behind the car and
dammed the door shut.

"Hey—you—" one of the men ydled hoarsdly.
"Y ou—WhoaWhoa!" Helifted amdt liquor bottlein
an unsteady toast.

Tony turned and smiled. "Dave. How you doin?"

"Mmm fahn. Jus fahn." Dave teetered on onefoot, a
wizened man in afilthy trench coat, wispy white hair
gticking out from beneath a Microsoft gimme cap. At
his feet awhippety mongrel wagged itstail
franticaly. "Uh-huh, uh-huh." Dave peered up a
Tony with clouded eyes and stuck out one hand.
"Whoawhoawhoa"

"Y eah, yeah. Here." Tony fished out afive-dollar hill
and gave it to him, bent to scratch the dog's head.
"Good doggie! Hold on—"

He peded off histweed jacket and held it up. "See if
thisfits Dave."

"Thangs, thangs...." Dave smiled, showing afew
ravaged teeth, and took the coat. Behind him the
other men nodded approvingly. "Go' blessyou...."

"No prob, man." Tony reached down for his leather
jacket, grabbed the trash bag and started down the
Sireet. "Seeya—"

Brendan met him at the door. "I'm getting Peter to
bed. | pulled out the sofafor you, there's sheets
and stuff in the bathroom.” As Tony bounded past
him into the living room he frowned.
"Wheresyour jacket?"

"l gaveit to Davethe Grave."



"You gaveit to Davethe Grave? | gave you that
jacket!"

"Y eah, well now you can seeit whenever you want,”
said Tony brightly. "I gottafly, I've gottabe a work
early tonight. Thanks again, man. Don't wait up for
rrell

"Right." Brendan said through clenched teeth. He
watched as Tony raced back out the front door and
down the stepsto the sdewak. "Y ou have your
keys?' he shouted after him.

"Keysto thecity, man!" Tony yeled, punching the
ar with hisfigt as he started towards the Metro.
"Laer—!"

From the room behind him, Brendan heard hisson
banging impeatiently on the door. "I'm coming,
Peter." He gave Tony onelast look, agangly
stoop-shouldered figure douching itsway
downstream, past the overcoated men and women
armed with briefcases and leather backpacks, the
kidsin their Timberland street gear, and asingle
dight whitehaired man weaving hisway across
Maryland Avenuein awhite gimme cap and grey
herringbone tweed jacket.

"Davethe fucking Grave," muttered Brendan, and he
shut the door.

He and Peter were aready up when Tony got home
from work the next morning.

"Y ou want breskfast?' Brendan pointed at the frying
pan till on the stove. "There's some bacon eft, |
can make you eggs or something.”

Tony shook his head. "No thanks. Got an Egg
McMuffin on the way home. Check this out—"

He pulled a CD from hisleather jacket. "Promo of the
new Advent Moth. Wanna heer it?"

"No."
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"No." Brendan did back into hischair at thetable
beside Peter.

"Peter, heré'sUncle Tony. Peter hasto finish egting
before he can leave the table," he said. "Okay, Peter.
Pick up your fork, and eat thisbeforeit gets cold.”

Tony stood watching them. "Hey, Peter,” he said.
"Thet lookslike agood bregkfast. Y um yum yum."

Peter sat at the tablein abooster seat, aplagtic
bowl infront of him holding asmall yelow hegp of
scrambled eggs. Around him the floor was smeared
with more scrambled eggs and severd pieces of
toast. "Pick up thefork,” repeated Brendan.

Peter reached for the cup. "That'sthe cup,” sad
Brendan firmly. "Pick up thefork."

Peter put down the cup but did nothing. "Thisisthe
fork," said Brendan, pointing. "Y ou eat your food
with the fork." Peter picked it up stiffly, and began to
edt.

"Listen," said Brendan. He looked up a Tony and
patted the empty chair next to him. "We haveto
tak."

Tony sank obediently into the chair. "Thisisn't going
towork, right?'

"Wll, no, probably not. Or well, maybefor just a
few days—" Brendan sighed and took asip of coffee.
"l wastaking to Teri—"

"Oh, yeah, right. | thought we weren't supposed to
tell Teri."

"l haveto tell Teri, because of Peter.” Brendan
glanced a his son and smiled. "Y ou're doing agood
job with that fork, Peter." He turned back to his
friend. "Look, Tony—you know whét it'slike. Were
doing thisintengve treatment, Peter's doing redlly
well with it, and—well, we have to be cons stent.
Anything disruptiveisjust going to confuse him,
ad..."

"Right," said Tony. He spread his hands out on the
tabletop and began drumming them. Peter |ooked
over, drew hisown hand to his mouth, and bit it.



"Pick up your fork, Peter. Put down your hand and
pick up your fork." Brendan reached over, took
Peter's hand and brought it back to the table. Peter
began to scream, but then abruptly stopped.

"Seewhat | mean?' Brendan shot an exasperated
look at Tony. "We'reworking on that kind of stim,
him biting hishand—"

Tony nodded. "He's not doing it as much as he used
to."

"He'snot doing it a al. Hardly. That's one of the
things you do—you don't et them indulge in any
sdf-gimulation, not until after they've eaten their
breakfast, or done computer time, or whatever.
Then, ingead of |etting him bite hishand we give
him something dse—"

Brendan turned so the boy couldn't see him and
went on sotto voce, "—we give him this rubber duck,
he can soothe himsdlf with that for afew minutes.”

Tony rubbed his chin. "Uh-huh. Wdll, | can do that. |
mean, | can remember to—"

"No, you can't. No offense, but just your being here
isdisruptive—not you persondly, but anyoneese
beside me, or Teri. We havethisal worked out and
its—wel, it's pretty rigid, Tony, it'slikethistota
one-on-one stuff and let metdl yovu, it's

exhauding."

"But then maybe you can use me—I mean, | can help
with something, right?* Tony asked, alittle
desperately.

"Well, maybe." Brendan gave hisfriend adoubtful
look. "I guesswe cantry it and see.”

"Why didnt you just tdl dl methislast night?'

"Jesus, Tony, you didnt redly give me achance, did
you? | mean, you ambushed me at the zoo, saying
how you're getting kicked out of your place and
you've got twenty-four hoursto live, and—use your
fork, Peter."

"I didn't mean to put you out." Tony ran ahand
through hislong hair, hisleather jacket squesking.



"Okay. Wdll, | guess| could, | can dwaysfind
somewhere eseto crash, just let me get on the
horn and seewho | can get in touch with, okay?'

"Wait. Let mefinish—but hold on aminute.” Brendan
stood, got behind Peter's chair and put his hands
firmly on the boy's shoulders. Peter wriggled, but
paused as hisfather went on, "Peter—you did a
good job eating your breakfast. Y ou did agood job
using your fork. Let'sgo in now, you can watch
Sesame Street."

He pulled the chair out. Peter scrambled down and
walked beside him into the living room. " See’? Check
this out—"

Brendan leaned down to pick up avideotape from a
stack alongsde the VCR. "We watch the same
Sesame Street tape every day. It's close-captioned,
and weread it out loud.”

"Hecanread?'

Brendan did the tape into the machine. Peter settled
inthe middle of the floor, staring straight ahead as
hisfather waked past him and Big Bird filled the
screen.

"Yes. No. | mean, | actudly don't know what he can
do," Brendan said, joining Tony back in the kitchen.
"Y ou know? They keep running al these tests,
and—well, he tests above average for language
comprehension, and he doeswell with al these
learning games they play. And he's bonded redly
well with Peggy, histeacher, which iswonderful—at
first hewouldn't even let her near him. But he's Htill
not talking, obvioudy. And he'sill doing the sims
when he fedls stressed out, though that's pretty

Brendan drew a hand across his forehead, blinking
asthough the light were too bright. "But what's
normd, right? God, I'm tired."

Helooked at Tony and smiled wearily. Brendan had
gained afew poundswhen he quit drinking, and his
light brown hair was thinner and flecked with grey,
but otherwise he looked pretty much the same ashe
did back in law school. Same pale blue eyes behind
tortoiseshdll glasses, same faded frecklesin around
boyish face, same faded rugby shirt and chinosand



worn L.L. Bean topsiders. The kind of attorney a
GS-3 receptionist might trust in adispute over a
rush-hour fender-bender, or acheckout clerk at Rite
Aid who logt hisjob when hisdrinking became a
problem; aguy who looked rdiable and intelligent,
but not dangeroudy so. Not like his ex-wife, a
lawyer who represented a pharmaceutical
corporation in federa lawsuits over the unanticipated
sde effects of designer drugs with names Tony
couldn't even pronounce; awoman who wore Donna
Karan clothes and contact lenses that tinted her

hazel eyes an astonishing jade-green; awoman who
before her divorce had taken ayear off from her job,
to stay home and work every single day with her
autistic son.

"Well, you know, Brendan, maybe | could help out. |
mean, if you told mehow ..."

Brendan tilted back in his chair. "Thanks, Tony. But
you know, it'slike, complex. All this patterning stuff.
Thetheory is, you just keep doing the same thing
over and over and over again, and eventuadly you
end up burning new neura pathwaysin the brain."

Tony raised an eyebrow. "Soundsweird. Actudly, it
sounds boring.”

"Well, yeah, it isboring. Sort of. But it works. These
kids—their brains are wired differently than ours.
Someone like Peter, he goesinto sensory overload
at the dightest stimulation, the sort of thing maybe
you or mewouldn't notice but he'sincredibly
sengtiveto. Therest of us, our sensory levelsare

st at five or six; but hisare cranked dl theway up
to nine, or ten."

"No—eeven!" Tony said, bopping up and downin
excitement. "l get it! Y ou know, likein Spind
Tap—thedidsgo dl theway to eleven.”

Brendan closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

"Y ou know, Tony—the best thing would probably be
if—well, maybe you could kind of stay out of the
way. It'sfine your being here, | mean, I'd kind of
evenlikeit for alittlewnhile"

Tony looked hurt. "Oh. Thanks."

"Come on, Tony, you know what | mean. It'sjust
incredibly stressful, that'sdl. Actudly, it would be



niceto have you around,” Brendan went on alittle

widfully. "Since Teri has commandeered Peter for

most of the holidays. Not that he getsany of it," he
ended, glancing into theliving room.

How would you know what he gets? Tony thought.
He leaned forward, leather-clad elbows nudging aside
an empty glass of orangejuice as he watched the
little boy in the next room. On thefloor in front of
Peter, a huge plastic container of Legos had been
spilled. Methodically, his brow furrowed, Peter was
picking through the multicolored blocks, taking only
the ydlow and blue ones and being very careful not
to even touch the others. Onthe TV behind him, a
fuzzy red figure floated in a star-flecked ultramarine
sky, slhouetted against acalm moon while acat
danced beneath. Tony blinked; |etters scrolled
across the bottom of the screen. On the floor, Peter
tilted hishead to one side, and his mouth moved
dlently.

"What's he saying?' said Tony. "Brendan?Ishe,
lJr]—"

Brendan turned, springing from his chair with such
forcethat it skidded acrossthe room. "Peter?
Peter—"

Peter sat camly and regarded thewdll of ydlow and
blue that separated him from the remaining Legos.
Above him Brendan stood, hands opened hel plessy
as he stared down at his son. "Y ou okay, Peter? Y ou
okay?'

Peter said nothing, hismouth astraight lineashe
stretched out a hand and began to touch the

blocks: yellow blue ydlow blueydlow blue. After a
moment Brendan turned and looked a Tony inthe
kitchen. "What happened?!

Tony opened hismouth, thought better of it. "Uh.
Nothing. | mean—"He shook his head and shrugged.
"Nothing, man. Sorry. | guess|'m just kinda best,
you know? | think I'll crash for awhile—"

He stood, chair scraping loudly. In the living room
something flashed across Peter's face, unobserved
by the grownups. A wince or perhaps asmile, the
bright spark of amoth'swing in the dark. Brendan
continued to stare a hisfriend.



"Bedt," he said at last. He nodded, pushed up the
deeve of hisold rugby shirt to scratch hisarm.
"Right. Use my room—just eep on top of the bed,
theré's ablanket in the closet. Teri's coming by at
noon to pick up Peter. Y ou can have hisroom
then—okay, Peter? That okay if Uncle Tony uses
your room?"

Thistime Peter did smile. Tony saw it. Brendan
didn't; he had dready turned to adjust the volume
ontheTV. For just an instant the two otherslocked
eyes and for once Tony could really see him: Peter's
gaze questioning, the blue eyes pale as hisfather's
but green-flecked, the firmly-set mouth neither
stubborn nor remote but merdly intent, dightly
distracted but dso puzzled by dl theto-do. Tony
gazed back, and in that ingtant it was asthough a
thread were stretched taut between them, slvery
and shimmering, ephemerd as Peter'samile,
something else that only Tony could amost see—

"Hey," hemurmured. "Hey ... !"

His heart surged as though on an explosive
adrendinerush, he had aflash of ddlight so intense
and primal it waslike one of those things you know
you should never be able to remember but ina
miracul ous amphetamine moment you do: thefirst
time you saw the moon, thefirst timeyou
understood the color red; the first silver-grey flicker
of aman'sface on asmal square screen, gentle and
amiling, and other smaller faces dancing around him:
amouse, abeatnik, a gross-beaked clown. It was
like that, seeing Peter smile, the echo of some
emotiona Big Bang—bum, bum-bum!—

And then it was gone. Without moving his heed,
Peter's attention back to the blue and yelow wall of
Legos. Tony was staring down at him
open-mouthed, feeling at once bereft and exultant.

Fuckin' A, he thought. His hand closed on the back
of hischair as he stood, dazed, love and
deeplessness and the rush of blood to his head all
one solid revelation. He blinked, eyes aching as
Brendan walked past him to gather dishesfrom the
table.

"Tony. You goon," hesaid with aglance over his
shoulder. "Peter and I'll be out for awhile, down at
the park or something. If the phoneringsjust let



the machine catch it, okay?"

Tony stared at him, then nodded. "Sure," he said.
"Thanks, man.”

He turned, stopped to look back. Peter was framed
within the doorway, knedling in front of his Legos.
The TV hummed at his back, afuzzy red figure
twirled around the moon, words formed and
changed on the screen.

"Bye Peter." Tony waited to seeif the boy would look
up, if that mad rush of feding would overcome him

agan.

It didn't. Peter remained where he was, making his
patterns. yellow blueyelow blue. Yéelow.

"Byebye," murmured Tony. He swiped along strand
of unwashed hair from hisface; then turned and
walked down the corridor to Brendan's room.

In the weeksthat followed they fell into a
surprisingly essy routine. Surprising becausein dl
their years of knowing each other, Brendan and
Tony had never actudly lived together. Oh, there
had been numerous occasions when one or the
other had been bounced out by agirlfriend, or a
group house had gotten just too crazy even for
Tony's patience. And certainly there had been plenty
of drunken evenings when Brendan had passed out
on Tony's sofaor floor, or vice versa. And so
Brendan had dways assumed—extremdy very
wrongly, as Tony quickly pointed out with ahurt
look—that Tony wasadob.

Infact Tony was exceedingly, even excessvely, nest.
He cleaned dishesimmediatdy after washing them;
he picked up damp towel s and hung them over the
shower rod to dry, and later folded them carefully, in
three parts, and replaced them on the towel rack. If
Brendan put his haf-full coffee mug down
somewhere and forgot about it, the next time hed
see it would be in the dishwasher, or back in the
cupboard. Each section of The Washington Post was
in therecycling bin as soon asit wasread, and
SOMetimes even sooner.



"Y ou know, Tony, | was saving that Redskins
article," Brendan said the Sunday before
Thanksgiving, aggrieved to find the sports section
gone afew hours before gametime. "Chrigt, you're
worse than my mother! Were you aways like this?*
Brendan gave hisfriend a suspicious|ook as Tony
sorted through the CDsin the living room. |
thought you were adob. Like me," he added,
yanking the offending sports section from the

recycling bin.
"No way, man."

"Y es, way—what about dl those placesyou lived?
What about your place with Kimberly? That was

disgudting.”

"Wasn't me, man." Tony shook hishead. "That was
her. That was dl of them. | just like messy women,"
he said, shrugging. He held up aCD and struck a
thoughtful pose: Marcus Welby, Punk Rocker. "
think they're better in bed. Haven't you ever
noticed? Big Fat Slob Equals Great Head."

Brendan laughed. "Oh. That'swhat I've been doing
wrong."

"Sure, man. Problem is, eventudlly, you just can't
find'em.”

"Y ou mean like, al the good ones are taken?”

"No, man—I mean, like, Kimberly's placewas such a
fucking piggty, it took me aweek to figure out she'd
gone off with Roy." Tony turned back to the stack of
CDs. "And you know, these days I'm so wired when

| get home from work in the morning—it's like when

| used to play. Takes me awhileto wind down. It
cadmsme, sraightening stuff. And | mean, what's

your fucking problem?’ He glared over his shoulder

a Brendan. "Cleaning up isalot more productive
than shooting smack.”

Brendan hooted. "Is that what you told your
students? Thisis Tony Maroni for aDrug-Free
America Clean your—ouch!"

He ducked as a CD went skimming past his head.
"Go watch your Foreskinsgame!" yelled Tony. "Let
me clean in peace!™



They went out to dinner that night after the game,
Tony'sdomestic abilities not extending asfar as
cooking food. Peter was at his mother's until
Wednesday, when Brendan would pick him up for
the long Thanksgiving weekend.

"How come you got the night off?" he asked Tony,
dousing his sdlad with balsamic vinegar. "I thought
Gigantor was open for dl mgor holidays."

"They are. But | said I'd cover for Jason so he could
go s=ehisgirlfriend in Charlottesville Tony picked
up afrench fry, dabbed it in ketchup and drew alittle
heart; erased it and ate the fry. "Wish | had a
girlfriend,”" hesad. "Wedill on for Cousin Kevin's?'

"Far as| know. Kevin says Eileen's bought a
five-hundred-pound turkey and upset the Chicago
trading floor by sucking up cranberry futures. Sol
guess we're expected.”

Tony laughed: heloved Eileen. Y ou think shell do
that thing again with the little teeny pumpkinsand
jdapeiio cheese? And the girlsdoing their Irish

"Jesus, | hope not. Kevin said come any time after
ten, so we can catch some of the parade. And we're
supposed to bring cider.”

"Cider?'

"Y eah—" Brendan pulled an ATM receipt from his
pocket and squinted, trying to read something
scrawled there. "Magyar Farms Organic
Hash-Pasteurized Cider. Four galons.”

"Wow. Flash Pagteurized.” Tony leaned back in his
chair and grinned. "Thanksgiving. | can't hardly wait.
Remember when we were kids, watching the parade
and suff? And that story your Uncle Tom dways
told, about the turkey who ate the Pepperidge Farm
Man?'

Brendan laughed. "I forgot about that.”

"And Chip Crockett ... Remember how Captain
Kangaroo aways used to have Thanksgiving dinner,
likeared formd dinner—you know, Migter Green
Jeans and Dancing Bear saying Grace with al the



slverware and good china. And so Chip Crockett
started doing that thing with Ooga Boogaand
Ogden Orff trying to stuff akielbasa?'

Brendan speared a cherry tomato and shook his
head. "Jeez, Tony. How the hell do you remember
that suff?"

"Chip Crockett Web page, man! It's like amemory
enhancer. Or atime machine, or something." He
hestated, recalling that weird charged moment with
Peter; thought of mentioning it to Brendan, but
ingtead said, "Like when you smell something, or
hear something—a song, or the way aballoon
smells—and al of asudden you flash back to when
you wereredly, redly little? Like Peter's age? But
you can't remember exactly what it isthat you're
remembering, because you were o young then it
was before you started remembering things. It'slike
that.”

Brendan stared a him blankly. "Baloons?"

"Surel" Tony leaned back alittle too enthusiagtically
inhischair, nearly tipped before he came crashing
back down. "Oops. Y eah, balloons.”

"Tony?What the hell are you talking about?"

"I told you: Chip Crockett's Web page! It'sal there.
All that stuff you thought you forgot when you grew

up—
"Likewhere| put my Casey Stengel baseball cards?!

"Absolutely. And dl those Bosco commercias? And
CocoaMarsh?' Tony pushed aside Brendan's sdlad
and leaned acrossthetable. "It'sdl in there.

Bonomo Turkish Taffy. Enemee Electric Organs.
Diver Dan and Baron Barracuda. "They're Coming to
Take Me Away, HaHa.' Ooga Booga. Ogden Orff.

Everything."

"Right." Brendan closed his eyes, opened them, and
did his sdlad plate back where it belonged. "Y ou
know, Tony," he said between mouthfuls of mesclun
and seared porcini mushrooms, "doesn't it ever
drike you that some of this stuff is—well, sort of
usdess?'

Tony looked confused. "What do you mean?"



"All this baby boomer detritus. Beatlemania. Mickey
Mouse Club hats. Three Stooges T-shirts. It'sall
bullshit. They'rejust trying to sdl you shit. It'sdl
onebig fucking infomercid.”

"But that's not what I'm talking about." Tony shook
his head, hair whipping round hisface. "I'm talking
about the stuff that was lost—all those people you
never heard of again. Like Chip Crockett. All those
puppets he made, " he said plaintively. "And his
characters. Ogden Orff. | mean, there's nothing left
but these little tiny ten-second videoclips, but he's
there, man! He's il divel™

Brendan dropped hisfork onto his plate and buried
hisfacein hishands. "Tony." He cracked hisfingers
so that he could peer at hisfriend. In front of him,
Tony's cheeseburger platter was almost untouched,
the ghostly red outline of aheart just vishle
aongsdethepickle. "Ligten. | hate to be the oneto
give you the bad news about Santa Claus, but—"

"But thisisred. Ogden Orff was rell—or, well, Chip
Crockett was. They werered," Tony repeated,
pounding thetable. "Red."

"Yeah, but Tony! They don't matter. They never
mattered! | mean, it's cute and nice that you can
find this stuff and look at the funny picturesand all,
but Jesus Christ! Y ou'reforty-threeyearsold! | got
my access bill and you spent thirty-nine hours online
inthe last two weeks. That'salot of Ogden fucking
Orff, Tony. And to tdll you the truth, I'm kind of—"

"I'll pay you back. I'll pay you right now, here—"

Brendan made atired gesture as Tony fumbled in his
pocket. Dollar billsfluttered around him, coins
chinked across the table and onto the floor in a
steady rain. "l don't want your money, Tony. |
definitely don't want it in nickels and dimes—stop,
for chrissake! Listento me—

"I know you just started working again, but—well,
you'vegot to, like, get alife, Tony. A red life. You
can't spend dl your time online, looking at pictures
of Ogden Orff."

"Why not?' Thelook Tony gave Brendan was
definitdy hostile. "Why the fuck not? What do you



think I should do? Huh? Migter Big-Time lawyer.
What, are you pulling in thirty grand these days,
after you make child support? Forty?'

"That has nothing to—"

"Yesit does! Or, well—no it doesn't, doesit?' The
hostility drained from Tony'sface. Suddenly dl he
looked wastired, and sad, and every one of his
forty-three yearsold. "Hey man. I'm sorry. | was out
of linethere, with that money stuff—"

"It'sokay, Tony."

"Way out of line. '‘Causelike, | know you could earn
moreif you wanted to. Right?' Tony raised his
eyebrows, then looked away. "But, like, | understand
that you don't want to. | identify with your integrity,
man. | respect it. | really do."

"My what?' Without warning, Brendan began to
laugh. "My integrity? My integrity? Oh Tony. You big
dope!" Hard; harder than held laughed in along
time, maybe since before Peter was born. Maybe
since before he was married, when dowly everything
had stopped being funny — because what was funny
about being married, especialy when you didn't stay
married? Or having akid, even a perfectly normal
boring hedthy kid; or ajob, a perfectly normal
hedlthy job that you hated? There was nothing

funny about any of that; there was nothing fun

about it a all.

And there was Tony Maroni, with his soulful dopey
eyes, hislong greying hair and stretched Silly Putty
face, hisblack leather jacket with its JImmy Carter
campaign button rusted to the lapd and the faxed
copy of Chip Crockett's obituary still wadded in one
pocket. Tony who remembered the wordsto every
back-of-the-schoolbus song they'd sung thirty-five
years ago; Tony who had dedicated asong to his
childhood friends, and treasured Officer Joe Bolton's
autograph asthough it were the Pope's, Tony who'd
nearly wept when PeeWee Herman got booted of f
the air; who did weep, as akid, when held gotten
the bad news about the North Pole.

Tony Maroni was fun. Tony Maroni was funny. Most
of dl, Tony Maroni had integrity. Sort of.

"What?" Tony tilted his head, puzzled. "What?"



"Nothing." Brendan shook his head, wiping his eyes.
"Nothing—just, you know—"He flapped his hand and
coughed, trying to cdm down. "Me. You. All this
Suff."

Now Tony sounded suspicious. "All what stuff?*
"Life. Youthinking | haveintegrity, when—"

The laughter started up again: spurts of it, hot
somehow and painful, like blood. Laughing blood,
Brendan thought, but couldn't stop. "—when I'm
jut—a—a—terrible—lawyer!"

"Awwww." Tony rubbed hisforehead and frowned.
Then he started laughing, too. " 'No, Ogden, no!" "
he sad, imitating Chip Crockett. " 'Don' file that
tort!""

Brendan lifted his head. His pae blue eyeswere
brilliant, dmost feverishly so; but therewas akind of
cam in them, too. Like abeach that's been
storm-scoured, al the sand castles and traces of an
endless hot afternoon smoothed away, so that only
afew dill sky-reflecting poolsremain.

Cam. That was how hefet. Their waiter passed and
Brendan smiled & him, signaling for the check; then
turned back to Tony. "Okay. So maybe you can
show metha Web ste.”

Tony'sface cracked into agrin like Humpty
Dumpty's. "Sure, man! Absolutely!"

"And maybe you can write me a check—not now,
jeez, Tony. When you get settled. More settled.
Whenever."

Thewaiter brought the check. Brendan paid it. Tony
|eft thetip, in little neatly-stacked piles of quarters
and dimes and nickels. On theway out Tony held the
door as Brendan shrugged into his heavy came's

hair coat, still smiling. As he stepped past him onto
the sdewak Brendan tripped, catching himsdf ashe
lurched between an immeaculately dressed Capitol Hill
couple who scowled as Brendan drew himsdlf up,
laughing, alongsde hisfriend.

"That'smy attorney,” said Tony fondly. "Ogden



Thanksgiving Day dawned clear and warm, the air
glittering with that magica blue-gold tinge Brendan
recalled from his undergrad days—late-autumn light
that seemed to seep into the pores of even the

most disenchanted bureaucratsin ther
holiday-weekend drag of paint-spattered chinos and
faded Springsteen T-shirts, rearranging leaves on
vest-pocket lawvnswith their Smith & Hawken rakes.
That was what Teri was doing when he went to pick
up Peter at The House Formerly Known as
Brendan's, way up Connecticut Avenue just past the
Bethedaline,

"Hi, Teri," he sad, stepping from the car and
hopping over abrown heap at the edge of the
driveway. "How you doing? Where's the boy?"

Teri paused, balancing the rake on her shoulder like
amusket, and cocked athumb at the house behind
her. "Taking anap. Y ou can go wake him if you
want."

Brendan nodded. His ex-wife as dways looked
harried, her short hair stuck with twigs and her dark
eyes narrowed with a furious concentration that
seemed expended needlesdy upon innocent dead
leaves. "Great," he said. "What're you doing today?
Kevinsad—"

"Leon'scoming over. Were going out to Harper's
Fa.rylll

Leon was Teri's pardegd, awispy young man ten
years her junior who'd been her companionate
default since before the divorce wasfinal. Brendan
had never been ableto figure out if Leon was
deeping with hisex-wife, if he were even
heterosexual, or a careerist, or what? " That's nice,”
hesad. "Wdl, Kevin and Eileen send their love.™

"And Tony?" Eileen sivung the rake down from her
shoulder, plonked it in the ground in front of her
and leaned on the handle. To Brendan it till looked
likeamusket.

“Tony?



"Does Tony send hislove? | understand he'sliving
at your placethese days."

"Tony! Oh, sure, Tony sends hislove." Brendan
kicked at the leaves, noticed Teri's wince of
disapprova and quickly began nudging them back
into place with hisfoot. "L oads of hugs and kisses
from Tony Maroni."

"Hm." Teri eyed him measuringly. Then, ™Y ou should
havetold me"

"You know, Teri, | don't need to ask for—"

"l didn't say ask," shesaid camly. "l said told. You
should havetold me, that'sdl. | don't careif Tony's
living with you. | know it's—I'm sureit must make
things easier for you. | just need to know, so | can
arrange Peter's schedule accordingly.”

Brendan frowned. "Accordingly to what?*

Behind Teri the front door of the little mock-Tudor
house swung open. Peter stood there, yellow rubber
duck in one hand. He smiled, staring a a point just
above Brendan's head, then walked acrossthe lawvn
towardshim.

"We can talk about thislater,” said Teri. Shewiped a
smudge of dirt form her cheek and caled to the boy.
"Hi sweetie. Ready to go with Daddy?'

Brendan grinned as Peter came up dongside him.
"Hey, Peter!" He caressed the top of his son's head,
ever 0 gently, asthough it were danddion fluff he
was afraid to disperse. "We're going to go see Kevin
and thetwins. Remember the twins? Give Mommy a
kiss goodbye.”

Peter remained beside hisfather. "I'll go get his
stuff,” Teri caled as she garted for the house.

"I'll bring him back Sunday afternoon. Isthat il
okay?'

Teri nodded. A few minutes later she returned with
his knapsack and extra bag of clothes. "Okay. This
should be everything. Heré's the number where welll
betill Saturday.”



She crouched in front of Peter and took hishandsin
hers. He writhed and tried to pull away, but Teri only
dared at him, her eyes glazed with tears. "I'll miss
you," she said. Her voice was loud and steady. "You
have agreat time with Daddy and Uncle Kevin and
thetwins, okay?| love you, Peter—"

Peter said nothing. When Teri kissed him and stood,
he drew the rubber duck to his mouth, rubbing it
agang hischeek.

"All right then." Brendan started for the car, turning
and beckoning for Peter to follow. "Wave goodbye,
Peter."

The boy followed him. "Wave bye-bye," Brendan
repested, standing asideto let Peter climb into the
back seat. Brendan strapped himin, then got in
front. "Bye-bye," he said to Peter, the boy kicking at
the seet in front of him. And, "Bye-bye," Brendan
cdledto Teri, rolling down the window as he backed
from the drive, "Bye-bye" as behind them she grew
smaller and smdler, therakejust arake again, his
ex-wifejust amother, waving to her son ashe
disappeared down the street.

Kevin lived in an expendve contemporary housein
Potomac, its cedar siding tinted arich russet-brown
and lushly overgrown with Virginia cregper and
Englishivy, itsfront yard aminiature forest of
rhododendron and birch trees and azaless. There
were no stray leaves on the ground, save beneath a
solitary Japanese maple whose bounty was scattered
across the grass like crimson handprints.

"Uncle Brendan! Uncle Brendan's here!™

Two smdll girls, Caraand Caitlin, danced excitedly on
the front porch. Twins, with long silken hair so deep
ared it looked violet in certain lights, paper-white
skin and green eyes. They were wearing smocked
flowered dresses and their hair was ribboned with
pink satin bows so immense it looked as though

they were wearing throw pillows on their heads.

"Peter! Where's Peter! Hi Peter!”



The girlsran over to the car and began pounding on
the window. Peter regarded them with the same
reserved interest held shown the iguanas at the

Z00, but when Carayanked the door open and flung
hersdlf a him he kicked fiercely at the back of
Brendan's seat.

"Caral Hey, honey, come give Uncle Brendan a
kiss—it's okay, Peter—come here, swestie,
remember he getsalittle excited if—"

"Actudly, you're our cousin." Caitlin sood watching
him solemnly. "Not our uncle. Our first cousin once
removed.”

"Ohyeah?Well here, come give Uncle Cousin
Brendan Once Removed akiss—"

"Brendan!"

Another figure appeared on the porch, radiant in
crimson velvet and ecru lace, her hair agold corona
framing aface even paer than the girls.

"Eileen, hi—gee, you look great! Hi, Caitlin, Cara, hi
hi hi hi—"

Brendan unfolded himsdlf from the car and the
twins embrace, freed Peter from his carseat. Eileen
clattered down to hug him, Peter diding behind his
father'slegs as she did so; and Brendan felt that
irresstible tug of lust and awe he dwaysfelt when
he saw hiscousn'swife.

"Wow!" He drew back to admire her dress, protected
by a spattered apron with the legend JESUS IS
COMING: LOOK BUSY. "You redly dressed for
dinner.”

"Tell meabout it." Eileen dabbed Brendan's chin with
afinger, erasing asmudge of lipstick. "Girls, go get
your father."

She swatted at the twins and sent them racing into
the house. "And close the door! I've been doing this
job out in Warrenton, redecorating Senator
Weston's place,” she continued, turning back to
Brendan. "Almost broke my wrist on that goddam
chainsaw , the chain came off and—"

Brendan laughed. Eileen had been alingerie



model—"the Rosey Underwear girl," she called it—for
the Rosdllen's Boudoir Catalog, before quitting to
have babies and then become an interior decorator

for the horsy set out in Middleburg. Now she wielded
achainsaw and glue-gun like Martha Stewart on
geroids.

"—oh, but you know what it'slike," she ended.

"Bregking my wrist on achainsaw in asenator's
house? Actudly, no."

"And how isPeter?' Eileen's tone softened as she
took in Peter, shdltered behind hisfather and
chewing his rubber duck. "Hi, darlin—"

She glanced at Brendan. "Will helet me hug him?

"No. But Peggy—histeacher at Birchwood—hell let
her hold him, now. Sometimes.”

Eileen gazed down at Peter. "That's okay," shesaid
softly. "That'sjust fine, okay Peter?' Sheturned
back to hisfather, holding the front door open. "I'm
glad he's doing so well, Brendan. Kevin told me, that
new school isgreat and he'sjust making such greet

progress..."

Brendan followed her ingde, wondering what on
earth Kevin could have said. The two cousins seldom
confided anything more persona than Redskins
scores. "Oh, and listen,” Eileen went on, taking his
arm. "Tony said not to worry, he got the cider.”

"The cider!" Brendan dapped hisforehead. "l totaly
forgot.”

"That'swhat I'mtdling you, Tony'sbringing it.
"Tony?1 thought he had to work."

"Change of plans. Here, Peter, you can put your
thingsin here. Brendan, you too"

"Brendan! Peter! Glad you could makeit—" Kevin
loomed in the doorway, beaming.

"Yeah, great to be here, Kevin, thanks."

"Girld" Kevin ordered. "You dl go play nicdy
together, you and Peter." He turned and made his



way down the hall.

"Sure Dad." Caitlin smiled respectfully at the younger
boy. "Hi, Peter. Would you like to come watch TV
with us? In the other room?"

"It'sdown here," said Cara, and started off. Peter
shook hishead, looking at the ceiling and patting his
rubber duck against one cheek.

"Y ou know what?' Brendan started to explain.
"Sometimes he doesn't like to go off on hisown. But
maybein afew minutes, if | go—"

Without aword Peter began walking. Still gazing at
the ceiling, but following Carainto the cozy room
wherea TV was dready turned to the Macy's
Thanksgiving Day Parade.

"Hey, Brendan." Kevin stuck his head out from the
kitchen. "What're you drinking?"

"Uh, club soda. Fizzy water, anything." Brendan's
brow furrowed, and he crossed to where the children
Sat.

"He'swatching with us," said Caitlin. On screen the
camera panned a crowd of waving children, then
swept up to take in a shapeless scarlet massfloating
against a backdrop of skyscrapers and cobalt-blue
sky. "Look Peter, it's EImo!”

"Sesame Street. The universd language.”

Brendan looked up to see Tony standing in the hall.
Hewore ablack T-shirt, faded black jeans, and his
leather jacket, augmented by four gallons of cider
balanced very precarioudy in hisarms.

"Tony. Hey, why didn't you tell me you were coming,
| wouldve given you alift." Brendan scooped up two
of the gallons and took a step towards the kitchen.

"| thought you had to work."

Tony shrugged. "Wdl, you know how itis" Hisgaze
remained fixed on thetelevision. "Gee, look at Elmo!
He surelooksbigger inred life, hun? Hi gails" he
cdled to thetwins. "Look: it's Crazy Uncle Tony."

The girls glanced up, gave high-pitched squeds of
glee, and raced over to hug him.



"Uncle Tony! Crazy Uncle Tony!"

"Hey," said Brendan. "How come he's Uncle Tony and
I'm only Cousin Brendan?"

"Comeon, guys," cdled Eileen from the kitchen.
"Come hang out with the big kids. Girls, dinner'll be
ready in an hour.”

It was warm enough to sit outside on the deck,
looking out onto asmall stand of maples il clinging
to their shaggy red leaves. Now and then one of the
children would wander out, the girlslooking for
snacks (refused) or attention (given), Peter smply
standing for amoment beside hisfather before
turning and walking back inside.

"Tony sad hesstarting to read?’ Eileen asked. She
aonewas drinking wine, agood Sémillon that gave
off topaz sparks as sun struck her glass.

Brendan's mouth twitched in an automatic smile.
"Actudly, no, | don't think he'sreading. Well, we're
not sure he's reading. We have close-captioned TV,
and he watchesiit, and Teri thinks maybe he makes
out someof it. But | don't know," he ended,
pressing hisglass of club sodato hischeek. "l just
don't know."

"Well, but everything hasto be taken dowly, doesn't
it?" Eileen leaned over and touched hisknee. "Every
littlething is sort of amgor triumph with kids. Any
kids"

"Sure." Brendan thought of Peter going in by himsdlf
towatch TV with thetwins. "Every little bit counts.

"It'sal important,” agreed Eileen.

"Sure" said Kevin, ganding. "But what'sredlly
important isfootball."

Tony looked stricken. "What about The March of the
Wooden Soldiers?’

"Don't worry, Tony, wegot it al set up." Kevin
gtarted for the kitchen. "And you know what else,
Tony? Thisyear you even get to Sit at the
grownups table."



When dinner was ready they al moved into the
forma dining room. At hisfather'ssde, Peter sat
quietly as Brendan cut up turkey and green beans.
For alittle while the room was happily silent, except
for grunts of "Grest job, Eileen” and muffled
requests for more stuffing. Seconds were dispersed,
plates emptied, and soon everyone save Peter began
talking at once—the twins eager to tell Brendan
about some complicated arrangement they had for
sharing hamgters, Kevin ribbing his cousin about the
last football game, Eileen sharing her recipefor
jdapeno-pumpkin dip with Tony.

And, gradudly, and despite Eileen's best efforts, the
conversation began to turn to childhood. Brendan
and Kevin and Tony's childhood, in particular; Chip
Crockett, in even more particular.

"Kevin, man, you got to check out hisWeb site. |
was gonna show it to Brendan the other night but it
got too late. 1t'1l blow your mind. Right, Brenda?'

Kevin sniffed. " Sounds more like something the
girlsd gofor, Tony. | persondly don't watch alot of
Chip Crockett these days."

"Well, no onedoes," said Tony. He turned to Eileen.
"Y ou remember Chip Crockett. They had him over in
New Jersey, right?”

"Oh sure. He was great—you girlswould've loved
him. | had atota crush on Chip Crockett," she
added dreamily. "He was—"

"What was he like?' Carabrokein.

"Hewasjudt like your Uncle Tony," said Kevin. "Plus
or minusafew brain cdls”

"l wasgoing to say," Eileen continued, "that hewas
like my father. Or what | wanted my father to belike.
Hewasfunny—"

"Hewasslly," said Kevin,

"Hewaswonderful. | still remember, after Kennedy
was nated—that Monday morning Chip
Crockett came back on the air and tried to explain it
to us. Helooked awful, but he was so gentle and
sad—I never forgot that."



The twins looked bored. " Can we be excused?
Please?"

Eileen nodded. "Y es. Of course, just clear your
plates..."

They were dready out the door. A moment later
Cara poked her head back in. " Peter? Wanna come?
We have that movie—"

"Themovie!" Tony shot to hisfet. "Wait, girls—"

"Go ahead, Peter," said Brendan, smiling
encouragingly. "Gowith Tony." Peter did from his
chair and |eft.

"Tony! Clear your placel" Kevin shouted as Tony
hurried down the hdl. "God, he drives me nuts.
Doesn't hedrive you crazy, Brendan? Living with
him?'

"Not redly. Wdll, alittle. Hes very neat.”

"Neat? Wdll, hislifésafucking mess. Y ou know he
got canned from Gigantor Music?"

Brendan blinked. "No."

"Y es. He showed up for work last night, they told
him to go home."

"Kevin." Eileen'slacquered red nails poised
menacingly above hiswrig. " Shut up.”

Brendan began to unwind a crescent roll. "What
happened?’

"Who knows?Who cares? Look at him—forty-three
yearsold, he's still wearing aleather jacket and
hightop sneskers and waiting to collect hisfirst
roydty check. Hesafucking loser.”

Eileen'seyes narrowed. "Y eah? Well, I've never seen
anyone wearing a T-shirt with your faceon it."

"He hasn't even played apickup gig in three years.”
Kevin picked up his glass of non-acoholic beer and
stared at it. "He depresses me.”

"He makesmelaugh.” Inaswirl of red velvet and
Chakra perfume, Eileen stood. "He'sthe only one



who's till the way we werewhen we al met. | think
he's a sweetheart."

"Ohyeah?" sputtered Kevin. "Well, then, why—"
"And you can do the dishes"

She staked off, carrying the bottle of sémillon. Kevin
dared after her. "Christ. My wifesleaving me for
Tony Maroni."

Brendan took abite of hisrall. "Y ou know, it'sa
concept.”

"What?'

"T-shirtswith your picture on them. They could give
‘em out at Greenpeace ralies. You'd be bigger than
Saddam Hussain."

Kevin gazed broodingly at the deconstructed turkey.
After aminute, Brendan asked, "Why does he

bother you so much?"

"Tony? Because he's superfluous. He has absolutely
no placeinthefood chan."

"Then why do you say intouchwithhimat al?"

Kevin sghed. "Because he'sthe only one of us
who's ill the same aswhen we met."

"Dad?" Caitlin stood in the doorway. "The tape's not
working."

"I'll go." Brendan stood, put ahand on his cousin's
shoulder. "Y ou help Eileen with the dishes.”

Hefollowed the girl into the hall. "How's Peter doing,
Catlin?'

She shrugged. "Okay, | guess. He doesn't talk.”
"Thet'sright."

"Did heever?'

"No, hedidnt."

Caitlin stopped outside the door to the TV room.
Peter and Carawere sitting on the floor with Tony



sprawled between them, counting out Gummy
Worms.

"Hey, guys,”" said Brendan. He stepped over them to
the televison and picked up the remote. "What'sthe
problem?’

The screen blipped to blue, then black. In aflurry of
€lectronic snow the tape started. Brendan sank onto
the couch, balancing the remote on his knees.
"There—"

Mother Goose appeared on the screen, warbling
tremuloudly about Toyland. Heroesand villainswere
identified: Little Bo Pegp, Tom Thumb (" That sap,"
said Tony), wicked Barnaby, and, last of al, Stan
and Ollielying side by sdein bed sound adeep.

"Dothey talk?' Carafrowned. "I don't likeit when
they don't talk.”

"It's been colorized," said Brendan. "'l hate that."

"] don't." Caitlin scrunched closer to the screen. "'l
hate black-and-white. Noway ..."

"Way," said Tony. "Black-and-whiteis cool, man.
You just haveto get used to it. Here—"

He grabbed the remote from Brendan and started
fiddling with it, pushing buttons and pointing it
around the room. "Beam me up, Captain—oops, not
that one ..." Caitlin and Caragiggled. Even Peter
turned to watch. "Hmm. There's gottabe away to
dothis..."

Brendan shook his head. "It doesn't work like that,
Tony. Older TVs, you can adjust the color to make it
black-and-white again. But not anymore. Not with a
remote, & least. Believe me, I'vetried.”

On screen, Stan Laurd froze, rose-pink mouth open
inawall.

"Uh-oh. Looks bad for Old Mother Hubbard." Kevin's
massive frame filled the doorway. He looked down a
the kids and smiled. "We used to watch this every

year on Thanksgiving. But it wasn't in color then."

"UndeTony'sfixingit."



Kevin glanced suspicioudy a Tony. "Uncle Tony
better not be bregking it."

"—seewhat thisll do—"

"Look!" Carajumped up excitedly. "Hedid it! Uncle
Tony didit!"

Stan'swalil filled the room. He reached up to toude
histhatch of hair—black-and-white hair,
black-and-white hand; black-and-white Ollieralling
black-and-white eyesin disgust.

"Now, Stannie, what'd you go and do that for?"

"That'simpossible” Brendan shook hishead. "Y ou
can't do that with aremote. |'vetried. I've even
cdled the video store—"

"You sure can't do it with that remote." Kevin strode
over and snatched it from Tony's hand. "If you
screwed thisup—"

"Daddy, be quiet!”
"Shhh!" said Tony. "I like this part.”

"Wdll, don't messit up now, Kev, for Chrissakes."
Brendan whacked at his cousin'sknee. "At least
waltll itsover.”

"Y eah, Daddy—come st with us—"

Kevin sat. Tony flopped back, arms outspread and
long hair tangled as he waiched, ahuge grin on his
face. Brendan did past him onto the floor and edged
towards his son. Without taking his eyesfrom the
screen, Peter moved away. Brendan stopped, fegling
asthough someone were squeezing hisribs. Then

he turned back to the movie. After afew minutes,
Eileen appeared and sat down next to Tony. She
cupped her wineglass between her knees and put
the half-empty bottle on the floor beside the couch.

"l lovethismovie," shemurmured. "But | don't like
the way they colorized—but hey! Who fixed it?"

"Tony!" everybody shouted.

Eileenraised her glassat him. "Way to go, Tony
Maroni."



"Shhhh ... "

Everybody shhhed. The story unfolded, like one of
those card tricks you know in advance won't be
much of atrick at all—Guesswhich one'stheking,
Daddy!—because they're dl kings.

But no one cared. Caraand Caitlin and Peter
watched, huge-eyed. Brendan sat as close to Peter
as he could, feding his heart congtrict again when
the boy winced at the Bogey Men.

"It's okay, Peter—they're just pretend. See—you can
see the zipper on that one. Are you scared, honey?
Do you want to St with Daddy?*

Peter shook his head.
"Thisisthe best part,” whispered Tony. "Watch ..."

There was Santa's Workshop. There were Laurel and
Hardy. There were one hundred wooden soldiers six
feat high.

And therewasthe music. A solitary horn, highand
sweet and strong, a sound Brendan still heard in
dreams, an answering blare of trumpets and
drums—

And the toy soldiersbecamered, black helmets
lifting above impassve white faces, siff black legs
dicing the air asthey began to march. Asachild,
this moment had dwaysfilled Brendan with such
inexpressible joy that he had smply jumped to his
feet and legpt up and down. Then Tony would doit,
too, and Kevin, and al their brothersand sisters,
until the rec room would befilled with giddy legping
children, and on the screen behind them rank upon
rank of implacable, unstoppable soldiers making war
upon the Bogey Men.

Now, for just aningtant, hefelt that way again: that
tide of joy and longing, that sameimpulseto legp
into the air, because he could not legp into the
screen. Without thinking, he moved to put hisarm
around Peter. His son shrank away.

The name came out before Brendan could stop it, a



sound nobody heard. The trumpets swelled, the
soldiers broke rank and began routing the Bogey
Men. Brendan |ooked down and wiped his eyes. He
glanced aside and saw Kevin doing the same, and
Eileen, eyesfixed on the screen and their arams
around their children.

"Mommy, will they win?"
"Of course, wetch ..."

On the floor beside Brendan, Tony sat unnaturdly
gtill, hishands clasping hisknees, hisbarearms
goosefleshed asthe soldiers triumphed and the
Bogey Men were driven back into the darkness and
the lovers reunited before Old King Cole.

"That wasagood movie," said Cara

"Whaddya mean?' said Kevin. "That's the best
movie—"

" liked it when the soldiers saved everybody.”

"| liked it when the soldier stepped on that guy's

"| liked it when the dligators ate Barnaby."

Brendan turned to his son. "What did you like,
Peter?' he asked, struggling to keep hisvoice
steady. "Did you like the soldiers? Were they cool ?*

Kevin flashed the remote a the television. Thetape
began to rewind, soldiers marching backwards,
crooked Barnaby wriggling back into his crooked
house.

"Hey, look." Carawaked up to the screen. "It'sin
color again."

"Damn good thing, too," said Kevin. "Thisremote
cost ahundred bucks.”

"Comeon, girls." Eileen yawned, looked dismayed
into her empty wineglass. She st it in on the floor
and stood. "Who wants dessert?”

A rush for the kitchen, the girlselbowing Tony ashe
pretended to hold them back. Kevin drooped an arm
around Eileen and snuck in akiss asthe others



raced down the hdl, Peter trailing after them. Only
Brendan remained sitting on the floor, staring a the
empty TV screen. After aminute, heturned and
reached for Eileen's empty wineglass; then angled
around the couch until he found the haf-empty
bottle of sémillon. He poured someinto his glass
and drank it, dowly but steedily. Then herefilled the
glassand drank again, and then athird time, until

the bottle was empty.

"Mm_"

For aminute he sat, feding the muffled rush that
came when he drank too quickly: like pressing a
pillow over hisface and jumping from the top bunk
when hewas a kid. Doing that always made his head
ache, eventudly, just like drinking did.

But not yet. Brendan got to hisfest, feding
purposeful, perfectly focused, and walked down the
hall. Away from the kitchen, to the huge back room
where his cousin had set up a pool table and
wide-screen TV, sofas and club chairs and the small
liquor cabinet Eileen ingsted on keeping for guests
and dlients.

Tony had wandered off aswell, looking for the
bathroom. He findly found it, aroom bigger than
any living room held ever had. More furniture, too,
including a bookcase that contained reprints of
vintage comic books. He got so caught up in Namor
the Sub-Mariner that it wasn't until his Pokemon
watch beeped six o'clock that he realized he'd been
intherefor haf an hour.

"Damn."

He shoved the Sub-Mariner under hisarm and
hurried back to join the othersin the kitchen.

The children had gone out onto the deck to eat. A
floodlight cast aweird movie-set glow over them:
the twins hair pumpkin-orange, Peter's rubber duck
ablob of yellow paint beside his elbow. Caraand
Caitlin sat Side by side a the picnic table, sharing a
fluffy pink blanket against the November chill. Peter
was on the other bench, alone, picking at apple pie
and rocking dowly back and forth. Insde, Eileen had
dimmed the kitchen lights and brought candlesin
from the dining room. It took aminute for Tony's
eyesto adjust to the odd patchwork of light and



shadow, the surredlly bright window framing the
children so that they looked like afilm running
behind their slent, candle-lit parents.

Only it wasnt redly Slent a dl. Ashe entered the
room, Eileen turned, her cheeks red and golden hair
seemingly aflame.

"Hereés Tony!" shesad, too brightly. Shelifted a
bottle of mineral water and beckoned at a stool
pulled up beside the counter. Kevin was leaning
beside her, armsfolded againg hisbig chest,
scowling with even more than his customary ferocity.
"Here! | wasjust making some coffeeto go with
dessert!"

"Uh, thanks." Tony looked around uneasily. What
the hdl was going on?"Isthere any more cider?"

"Cider? Sure, sure ...." Eileen hurried over to the
fridge, and that was when Tony saw Brendan. He
was Sitting at the big round kitchen table, holding a
wineglass and looking up a Tony and Eileen and
Kevin with adangeroudy fixed smile. Tony
remembered that smile. He hadn't seen it in about
ten years. Thelast time he had seen it, it had been
followed by an empty bottle of Jameson'sthat nearly
cracked Tony inthe skull.

"Why, it's Tony Maroni," said Brendan. Hiseyes
glittered, but his voice sounded as though he were
talking through a cardboard tube. "Hey hey. Whoa
whoawhoa."

Thistime the bottle wasn't Jameson's but white
wine. It wasn't empty yet, either. The cork lay a
Brendan's elbow beside Eileen's Williams-Sonoma
corkscrew, and beside that was a steaming coffee
mug, untouched.

"Hi, Brendan."
"Hi, Tony. Pleasad to meet me?”’

"Oh sure, sure.” Tony nodded. Eileen walked over
and handed him aglass of cider.

"Thereyou go!" Sheturned to Brendan. "What
about you, Brendan? Some cider?’

"Not on your fucking life"



Tony cleared histhroat and lifted hisglass. "Mmm."
His mouth was so dry that when hetook asip, it
tasted like raw sugar on histongue. "Hey, great
seaing that movie with the kids, huh?'

Eileen and Kevin both swiveled to stare at him. Tony
flushed and looked over at Brendan. Hisfriend's blue
eyes had gone cold and distant: helooked like a
digtinctly lessbenign verson of hisson.

"Hey, no," said Brendan. "It actualy really sucked. It
actudly made mefed redly bad.”

"Brendan.” Eileen pressed ahand againgt her cheek.
"'l—mayhbe you could—"

"Never mind." Brendan took adrink of hiswine. "It
doesn't matter."

"I just thought, | can make some—"
"Why don't you put it down, Brendan.”

Eileen sucked her breath in audibly as Kevin pushed
past her. "Kevin, why don't you—"

"Why don't you let me handlethis" he said harshly.
"| told you, no wine—"

Eileen stood her ground. "Y ou know what? | am not
the one who—"

"Uh-oh." Brendan laughed. "The annud Thanksgiving
dinner metdown! Hey Tony, what would Chip
Crockett say about that?"

"I know what Curly would say." Everyone turned,
and Tony said, "Nyuk nyuk, nyuk ..."

"Put it down, Brendan. Y ou don't need that. Come
on." Kevin looked down at his cousin. Hisarmswere
uncrossed now, haf-raised before his chest. One
hand was aready unconscioudy starting to curl into
afig. "Youvegot to drive.

"You can stay here," brokein Eileen. At Kevin'sglare
shesad, "l just meant he wouldn't have to—"

"Giveittome." Kevin reached for thewineglass.
Brendan continued to smile, continued to stare at



some placeinthear above aflickering candle. "Y ou
don't want it, Brendan."

"What do you know about what | want?" Brendan's
smile grew broader, and he took another gulp of
wine. "Y ou have no fucking clue. Y ou've never had a
fucking clue. You—"

Kevin's hand clamped down on his shoulder.
Brendan rocked back in the chair, teeth grinding as
his smile became aterrible fixed grin. A drop of
blood welled from hislower lip where hed bitten it.
In his hand the wineglass began to tremble, as
Kevinsamfell.

And frozein mid-air. Kevin turned, writhing, as Tony
held him by thewrigt.

"Leave him done, Kevo," he said softly.

"The fuck you say! I'm not letting my goddam cousin
kill himsdf and—"

"Leavehim." Tony gazed camly into Kevin'seyes,
but under hisblack T-shirt his chest rose and fell,
rose and fdl, as though he'd been running. " Just
leavehim, Kev."

"You—!" Kevin tried to yank his hand free. But Tony
moved with him, looking more like hewas
damdancing than fighting one of hisoldest friends.

"La gO_ll

With amuffled shout Kevin sumbled back against
the table, sending it diding acrossthe floor. Brendan
remained in his chair asthe wine bottle toppled and
then fell onto hiscousin.

"Goddamit!" Kevin yelled, Hill struggling to pull
himself from Tony. ™Y ou goddamn—"

"Oops," sad Brendan, gazing at the spilled wine as
Eileen darted over with adish towd. Tony looked a
Kevin, measuringly but without rancor, then let him

go.

"I'll drive Brendan and Peter," said Tony. He turned
to Brendan and nodded. "If that's okay?I'll drive
you back. Just let me know when you're ready.”

"I'm ready now."



Brendan sat in hischair. He stared at hiscousin, his
eyes cold; then turned and | et his gaze flick from
Tony to Eileento the children, till obliviouson the
porch. The acid light had poisoned everything, time
had poisoned everything. He remembered that now,
with the taste of wine souring on histongue and the
return of the dreadful drunken clarity that hed fed
him for so many years. Why had he ever forsaken
it? For aningant hefelt like Superman, hiseyes
burning into those of hisfamily, scorching right
through Kevin, leaving Eileen alittle charred around
the edges, skipping the children completely: they
were al doomed anyway. He grinned, hislips pulled
tight across histeeth, and got to hisfeet. "Sure,

Tony. I'm ready."

The room seemed watery and amber-tinged, though
maybe that was his eyes? He blinked, and suddenly
everything came back into focus. Or rather, it lost
the bright madign shimmer the dcohol had givenit.
Thewine had burned right off; someone had snuck
Kryptonite into the kitchen. He blinked again, this
time because he could fed tears starting, and took
an unsteady step towards the door. He reached
blindly for the back of hischair, fumbling so that he
knocked it over. Tony caught it, stepping forward to
put a hand on hisfriend's shoul der.

"It'sokay, man. Yourejust alittletired. I'll drive.
Maybe you could get Peter and I'll, like, meet you by
thecar.”

"That'sagresat idea, Tony." Eileen paused on her
way out to the deck. "It'stimefor the girlsto get
ready for bed, too."

They prepared to leave. Peter began to scream when
Brendan tried to put his coat on, and the twins
watched with great interest until Kevin shouted a
them to go upstairs. Brendan finaly gave up with
the boy's coat and smply picked him up and carried
him, shrieking, to the car. The effort exhausted him.
He flung the back door open and strapped Peter in,
then staggered out again and threw himsdlf into the
front passenger seet, his head throbbing. Hewas
dimly aware of Eileen and Tony hugging farewel on
the front steps, Kevin's brooding figure looming
behind them. Thewind rose, cold and smelling of
wood smoke, and sent leaves whirling up into the
darkness. Then Tony was beside him, adjusting the



seet for hislonger legs and playing with the radio.

"Check it out." Tony beamed asthe Volvo filled with
thegrainsof "Migter Grinch." "Chrisgmas musc!"

Brendan closed hiseyes. "Are you going to drive?’
he asked after aminute had passed.

"Not until you give methe keys."
"Oh. Right. Here'

Tony drove. Brendan sat beside him with hiseyes
shut; but after amoment he rubbed them, blinking,
and turned to stare at hisfriend.

How had the car radio been on, if Brendan hadn't
given Tony the keys? Wasthat possible, evenina
late-modd Volvo? Brendan shook his head, framing
the question; then thought better of it. He wasthe
drunk, after all. He sank back down in the sedt,
gazing numbly out the window asthey made their
way back through the silent suburbs, trees dark and
bare as lampposts, lampposts aready woven with
gparkling Chrisgmaslights and plastic greenery.
Houses prim as Peter's Lego towers, butter-yellow
windows and an occasiond flash of the grand med in
progress, heads thrown back in laughter, dishes
being passed, televisons blinking in the background.
Brendan shut hiseyes again, praying that he might
fal adeep.

Hedid not. Tony kept fiddling with the radio,
scanning between oldies gations and the left of the
did, findly settling on agtation whose playlist
seemed to consst amost entirely of guitar feedback.
Brendan winced and sighed loudly; shifted, trying to
shut out the sound. At last he gave up, diding down
in the seat and shielding his eyes with one hand,
wondering if there was asingle human being playing
on this song, or even working at the radio station.

"Doesn't it ever bother you?'

Beside him, Tony nodded in timeto abeat Brendan
couldn't hear; but after amoment he glanced aside.
"What?'

"Y ou know. This—" Brendan gestured feebly at the
radio. "l mean, you werein Newsweek and Ralling
Stone, and that movie. Everything just seemed likeit



was going to be so great. Doesn't it ever bum you
out?'

Tony stared straight ahead. Hislong hair had dipped
from its ponytail, catching insde the collar of his
battered |eather jacket. He turned the car onto
Connecticut Avenue, drovefor severa minutesin
dlence. Findly hesaid, "Wéll, sure. Especidly after
Dickie went, you know? | kept thinking, fuck, what'm
| waiting for? Put abullet in my fucking head.”

Brendan turned to lean against the door and stared,
surprised, at hisfriend. "No shit?"

"Well, yesh. What'd you think?"

Brendan shrugged, embarrassed. "I don't know. |
guess—I| don't know."

Tony smiled but said nothing. They did inand out of
traffic, until finaly Brendan asked, "Why didn't you?"

"What? Kill mysdf?' Tony shook hishead. He poked
at theradio, blips of noise, chatter, static, treacly
ballads, relentless country twang, guitar. He

stopped, finger poised above the scanner. A
twelve-dring jangled, and he hit the volume.

"Likethat," he said, and grinned that loopy Tony
Maroni grin. "Now and then, you hear something.
Y ou know? And then you think, well, what the hdll."

Brendan shook his head bitterly. "Y eah, but it only
lastsfor three minutes.

Tony rolled hiseyes. "Wdll, sure! What do you
expect?'

Brendan stared at him, and suddenly they both
darted to laugh. The song played on, Tony sang
along until it ended. In the backseet, Peter grunted
and kicked, but when hisfather looked back at him
the boy was yawning, staring out at the Streetlights.
Brendan turned back, rubbing hisforehead and
amiling ruefully. "What did | expect,” he said, and
they drove on home.

Tony dept on the couch that night, as he dwaysdid
when Peter was there. He didn't even bother pulling



it out; just lay facedown, ill in hisleather jacket,
and pulled ablanket over his head. Within minutes
he was adeep.

Hewoke, so suddenly that for amoment he
wondered if held even been adeep at dl. Helifted his
head, hair faling in his eyes, then gingerly raised the
edge of the blanket to peer out. Beyond the edge of
the couch wan grey light wasfiltering through the
rice-paper shades. The street was unusudly quiet:
no rush-hour traffic or trash pickup on the day after
Thanksgiving. No street people, ether; they'd al ill
be down by the Fourteenth Street shelter, finishing
off their turkey leftoversand getting in line for
breakfast.

Then what had awakened him?With afrown Tony
sat up, the blanket diding to thefloor. It was so ill
he could hear thefaint tick of hiswristwatch on the
VCR, and therugtling of leaves dong the sdewalk;
nothing more.

Still, hed heard something, or dreamed it—abird, or
maybe a cat. Though whatever it was, it was gone
now. He stood, stretching, then padded down the
hal to the bathroom.

And stopped. The sound came again, apinched
high-pitched cry, like atrapped anima struggling to
bregthe.

But Tony knew it wasn't an anima. He turned, and
saw the open door of Peter'sroom.

"Peter?' Hewaked over hesitantly, squinting. "Hey,
man, you having abad dream?”'

Peter's bed was pushed against the wall. A white
Ikeabed with high ralls, it gleamed in the soft glow
of anight-light shaped like the moon. On the floor
besdeit, alarge pillow had fdlen. At first Tony
thought it was Peter, but it wastoo big. And now he
could see Peter, lying on his sde with one hand
cupped againgt his cheek. He looked tiny, dark hair
and eyes smudged against pae skin, his rubber duck
clutched to hischest. And hewas having a
nightmare—the noise was louder here, aharsh
wheezing that stuttered and then started up again.
Tony shook his head, stood on tiptoe and took a
depingde.



"It'sokay," hewhispered. "Don't be scared ..."

On the floor beside the bed, the pillow moved. Tony
froze. A pae ropelooped up from the shapeless
heap that was not a pillow, wobbled in the air above
the boy's heed, and findly materidized into anarm
grabbing at the bedrail. There was agasp, aterrible
sound that made Tony dart back into the doorway
again. Therest of the heap fragmented into blots of
shadow: athatch of unruly hair, amaroon t-shirt,
another arm: aman, his shoulders heaved forward
and shaking.

"Brendan?'

Tony wasn't even sureif heldd said the name aoud.
It didn't matter. His friend clasped both hands
around the bedrails, so tightly that the entire bed
shook.

Tony flinched, turning his heed so he wouldn't have
to see Brendan there in his sweatpants and

Redskins T-shirt, rocking back and forth until the
bed began to racket againgt the wall. But he could
do nothing to shut out the sound, Brendan crying
out wordlesdy, unrdentingly, hisfingersweaving
through therails and tugging helplesdy at the
blankets.

"... come back—please come back—"

Tony turned and sscumbled down the hdl. Hisown
breath came in such short sharp bursts that when
he reached the kitchen he did to the floor and sat
there, heart pounding, waiting for Brendan to
suddenly burst in and turn that awful spotlit glare of
grief upon him.

But Brendan did not come. Tony waited for along
time, watching the dawn brighten from grey to pearl
to white. Gradually the echo of hisfriend'sweeping
died away, into thefaint rattle of the first buseson
Maryland Avenue. And with that small reassuring
sound, Tony felt better. He got to hisfeet, alittle
unsteadily, opened the fridge and grabbed a carton
of orangejuice. He downed it, shoved the empty
carton into the trash and then stuck his head back
out into the hal, ligening.



Silence. He waited, then very softly crept back down
to Peter'sroom.

On the floor beside the bed sprawled Brendan,
seemingly fast adeep, one hand againg his cheek.
Above him, Peter's body was curled into the same
posture. The rubber duck had falen from hisgrasp,
and his hand had escaped between two of therails
to rest upon hisfather's shoulder. For aminute
Tony stood and watched them. Then he turned

avay.

He went back to theliving room and did a
peremptory check of the television, half-hoping to
find some remnant of Thanksgiving Past buried in
the srata of infomercids and commercid dudge he
sfted through. Except for the fade-out of It'sa
Wonderful Life, there was nothing. He clicked it off,
snging "Auld Lang Syne' under hisbregth ashe
wandered down the hdl. By thetime held settled in
behind Brendan's computer, he was humming
"Rudolph" and besting time with apair of
unsharpened pencils.

He checked hise-mail, the usud notes from friends
and saverd of the effusive, occasondly lundtic,
lettersfrom Maroni fansthat made up the bulk of his
correspondence. There was aso a brief message
from Marty Berenstein, ak.a. Mony Maroni.

Dear Tony,

Just wanted to let you know that our
latest effort to extricate the catalog from
EMI went down in flames, again. Sorry.

Otherwise things here are fine. Jocelyn's
doing her junior year abroad in Madrid,
so Heenand | are having a second
honeymoon, of sorts. Actudly, make that
a*firg* honeymoon. All the best to you
and yoursfor the holiday season—

Marty

"Ho ho ho," said Tony. "Ancther day, another
lawsuit. Now—"

He started clicking around, looking at the New Y ork
Times headlines, checking Amazon for the sanding
of thefirst three Maronis albums. Even twenty-odd



years|ater, these sold well enough to generate
modest but reliable royalties—if, of course, any of
the surviving band members could have collected
them. Hewas just starting to compare the sdles
figuresfor various musicd rivas, when ashadow
drifted across the keyboard.

"Y ou know, | waysfigured thered be aTony
Maroni Web page.”

Tony looked up to see Brendan, holding aglass of
water. He gtill wore his sweatpants and rumpled
T-shirt, hisface stubbled and eyes bleary asthough
he'd been on athree-day toot, rather than the
losing end of aminor skirmish with three quarters of
abottle of expensive sémillon. "Y ou guyswere so
big in Jgpan,” Brendan went on, pulling up achair. "l
would've thought you'd at least have aWeb ste.”

"Well, yeah, sure. | mean, actualy, theré'salot of
them. A lot for me, | mean. | don't know about the
others"

Brendan raised an eyebrow. "What do you mean, a
lot? Like how many?"

Tony bounced out of the Amazon page, nibbling
thoughtfully at along strand of hair. "I dunno. Like

fifty, maybe?| forget."
"Fifty? Fifty Tony Maroni Web pages?’

Tony looked embarrassed. "Well, yeah. But, | mean,
none of 'em's authorized."

Brendan laughed. "How come none of 'em's ever
hel ped you get the rights back to your stuff?”

"I dunno. Sometimesthey offer to, you know? Like
somebig LA lawyer writes me about it. But—I guess
| just don't care so much anymore, with al the other
guysbeing gone." Tony sghed. "Wewrote dl that
stuff together. It just wouldn't fed right.”

Brendan nodded. "Y eah. Wdll, | guess| can see
that."

Heleaned forward, and Tony caught the faint reek of
wine and sweat and unwashed clothes, that sad

tired smdl he associated with church meeting rooms
and the long tearful exegeses of weekend



bi nges—conventions where sales reps got locked out
of their hotel room after closing time, college
students missing the crucia exam after abeer bash,
mothers forgetting to feed their kids. Brendan

sipped hiswater and Tony waited, hoping there
wasn't going to be an gpology.

There wasn't. Instead, Brendan ran afinger across
the computer screen, raising alittletrail of eectrified
dust. "Okay." He cocked hisfinger a Tony and
smiled. "So, like, where's Chip Crockett's Web

page?’

Tony's head bobbed up and down. "Aw right,” he
sad, relieved. "Check this out, man, you're gonna
lovethis—"

Tony hunched over the keyboard, fingers tapping
eagerly. Brendan sank back into his chair and
watched him. He rubbed his forehead, hoping he
looked better than he felt—a though what he felt
wasn't even hung-over so much as some pure
digtillation of humiliation, depresson, and
exhaustion, with ahealthy dollop of anxiety about
just how Teri was going to react when she heard
about him fdling off the wagon. It hadn't happened
onceintheyearssince hed joined AA, and
somehow he suspected it wouldn't happen again.
Brendan didn't drink because he was depressed, or
lonely, or even just out of habit. He used to drink
when he was happy, in that long joyous sunny rush
of years between high school and thefalure of his
marriage. Back then hed drink with hisfriends, in
bars and at the beach, at ballgames and concerts.
He drank because heliked it, and everyone else he
knew liked it. He drank because it was fun.

Even now Brendan wasn't sure what had gone
wrong. He suspected there was some sort of maign
convergence between his body chemistry and the
way the world had suddenly changed, round about
the time he saw Lou Reed shilling for Honda
motorbikes. After that, when he drank he saw the
world differently. It was asthough al hisworst fears
were confirmed, and after awhile, he was drinking
just so they would be confirmed. Marriages were
doomed. Mothers drowned their children. Y our
father developed Alzheimer's disease and died
without remembering your name. That guy you used
to play softbal with wasted away with AIDS, and you
never even knew. Y our favorite TV show was



canceled, your dog had to be put to deep. The
music you loved seeped away from theradio, and dl
of a sudden when you walked down a street where
you'd lived for twenty years, there were strangers
everywhere. One day you had atoddler who'd
aways been alittle colicky, but who smiled when he
saw you and crawled into your lgp a night. The next
day you had a changeling, a child carved of wood
who screamed if you touched him and whose eyes
were dways fixed on some bright horizon his
parents could never see. Theterrible secret Brendan
kept wasthat he hadn't quit drinking to save his
marriage, or himsdlf, or even hischild. Hed quit
because he now knew, irrefutably, that the world
had become the wasteland. And he no longer
needed any confirmation of that.

"Okay, Brenda Starr." Tony pecked at one last key,
grinning. "Technicd difficulties, please stand by. |
control the horizontd, | control the vertigo ..."

"Verticd," sad Brendan.

"Whatever. | control it." With aflourish Tony
straightened. "Do not adjust your screen! We have
liftoff!"

Brendan blinked. On the monitor in front of him,

that morning'sNew Y ork Times headlines glowed,
flickered and disappeared. For an instant the screen
was black. Then, very dowly, ascrim of sky blue and
white scrolled down. The white became clouds, the
sky shimmered and melted like summer afternoon.

In the center of the screen asmall rectangle
appeared, holding the black-and-white image of a
man leaning on a stage-set Dutch door. He had
neatly combed blond hair, Sde-parted, and aboyish,
amiling face. Hewore the kind of suit Brendan
associated with the second Begtles abum, a
light-colored Glen plaid, and beneath that awhite
shirt and skinny dark tie. Above his head, smdll
|etters floated in a streaming red banner:

WELCOME TO CHIP CROCKETT'SWEBPAGE!

"Well," said Tony. He sucked & hislower lip and
looked sideways a Brendan. "There heis."

Brendan didn't say anything. He Stared at the
screen, then reached out and traced the outline of
Chip Crockett's picture. The monitor crackled alittle



a histouch, and he shook his head, ill slent.

Because there hewas. He hadn't seen him
for—what? thirty years, a least—but now it waslike
looking a apicture of hisfather when he was

young. The same haircut; the same skinny tie. The
same magicaly complicit smile, which hed only seen
on hisfather at the Fourth of July or Thanksgiving

or Christmas, but which Brendan had seentwicea
day, every day, on The Chip Crockett Show.

"Wow," whispered Brendan. "Chip Crockett.”

It waslike dreams he had, that his dog was dive
again. Hepulled his chair up closer, inadvertently
nudging Tony aside. " Sorry—but hey, thisisgreat.”
His voice was husky; he coughed, took another swig
of water and cleared histhroat. "Thisisredly, redly
great.”

Tony laughed. "That'sjust apicture. Actudly, it's

the same picture from the obituary in the News. But
here—"

He moved the mouse, and more phantom letters

filled the screen. Brendan recognized the printout
Tony had brought to the Childe Roland afew weeks

ago.

BROADCAST HISTORY

PHOTOGRAPHS

ARTICLES & OBITUARIES (NEW)

THEME SONG

THE GREAT FIRE OF 1966

CHIP CROCKETT'SCHRISTMAS SPECIAL
Without thinking, he reached over and took the
mouse from Tony's grasp. " Oops—sorry—hut you,
would you mind if [—"

Tony smiled. "Gofor it."

Brendan clicked on THEME SONG. The screen
shifted, blue sky fading to agrainy black-and-white

backdrop, much enlarged, showing acheap
soundstage. Long white drapes covered the back



wall. There was a painted plywood table, and strewn
on top of it were anumber of puppets. By today's
dandards, they were dightly intimidating, more
crackbrained Punch and Judy than benign Muppet.
Onelooked like apirate, with a patch on his eye and
agold hoop earring and a cigarette; another wasa
little guy with white fuzzy hair and ascholar's

mortar. There were more—a spaceman, a bestnik, a
dog—nhut the only puppet that was upright was a
figurewith smdl beady eyes and an enormous nose,
hismouth cracked in ahuge, dightly demonic grin,
histiny cloth hands clapped together asthough he
were about to witness—or perform—something
wonderful.

"Ooga Booga," whispered Brendan. "Holy cow. |
totally forgot what he looked like -- I'd even
forgotten hisname, till you showed methat

obituary."

He drew along breath and leaned forward, clicked on
anicon. A moment when al was gill. Then the song
began: ajouncy chorus of horns and strings, those
unshakably chipper background voices you heard on
recordsin the early '60s. Elevator music, but this

was an eevator that only went up.

"Bum bum bum bum," sang Tony happily. "Bum
bum bum bum!™

Brendan started to cry. Knowing it was stupid,
knowing it was the sort of thing you did on ajag,
when you'd logt it completely, when you were so far
goneyou'd St around al day long surfing the Net
for the names of girlsyou'd had acrushoninthe
second grade, or listening to Muzak and commercid

jinges

Didn't matter, didn't matter, didn't matter. He
squeezed his eyes shut, eyelids burning as he willed
himsdlf to stop: another Irish Catholic trick that Teri
hated. Back when they'd first started trying to
understand what was wrong with Peter, back when
they barely even knew there was something
wrong—back then, it was one of thefirgt things Teri
had accused him of—

"Thisfucking Irish Catholic thing, you guys can never
cry, you can never show anything, any emotion at
al—and now, now—Ilook a him—"



Pointing at the sllent toddler crawling acrossthe
floor, but crawling in that awful horror-show way he
hed, dragging himsalf on hisebows and knees, head
canted Sideways so he could stare at the ceiling but
not at what wasin front of him; and never, ever, a
his parents.

"—look a him, look at him—"

Her voicerisng to ashriek, her fists pounding
againg her thighs as she stood there screaming.
And Peter never looked, never even noticed at all,
and Brendan—

Brendan waked away. Only into the next room,
saying nothing, fedling rage and grief and sorrow
swdling in his head until he thought blood would
seep from his eyes; blood, maybe, but never tears.
His entire body shook, but he wouldn't cry; just
stood there like a human Roman candle waiting to
ignite; waiting for the house to grow silent once
more.

"Wanna hear something e se?'

Brendan blinked. The theme song was over. Before
he could say anything, Tony clicked on another icon,
and thefaint oozy strains of Chip Crockett's closing

theme began to play.

"... danke schoen ..."

"Jeez ..." Brendan shuddered. "1 forgot about that."

"Y eah. Maybe we better not. Here, ligen to this
one"

Tony clicked on OGDEN ORFF. A faint voice echoed
from the speaker, declaiming proudly.

"That's my boy—Ogden Orff!"

"Let me!" Brendan poked Tony'sarm. "C'mon,
¢'mon, ¢’mon, To-neee—"

Tony laughed. "Be my gues.”

Brendan looked at the pictures, black-and-white

publicity gtillsof Chip Crockett as his most notorious
character: theweirdly Edwardian Ogden Orff, aman
dressed asaboy in black jacket and trousers, with a



long floppy tie and his hair dicked down. Ogden
never spoke; only listened as Chip Crockett's
sonorous off-screen voice offered him advice and
theinevitable admonition—

"No, Ogden, noooo!"

—but aways ending with the same triumphant
announcement—

"That's my boy—COgden Orff!"

There were other characters, too. Ratnik, the
beady-eyed beatnik puppet who carried around a
copy of No Exit and ended each of his scenes by
failing to find hisway off the set. Therewas Captain
Dingbat, navigating the Soop John B through New
Y ork Harbor and calling the Statue of Liberty a
Hotsy-Totsy. There was the Old Professor, quoting
Groucho Marx insteed of Karl; and Mister
Knickerbocker lip-synching "Mr. Bassman." And last
of dl there was Chip Crockett himsdlf again, Stting
with acopy of Millions of Cats on hiskneesand
reading to a studio audience of a dozen entranced
children.

Only of course these were only pictures. No
voiceovers, no soundtrack, no living color, except in
Brendan's head. Just pictures. And there were only
nineof them.

"That'sit?' Brendan tried to keep hisvoice from
breaking. "What about, you said something about
somevideo dips?’

"Yeah. Wdll, sort of. There's nothing from the actud
show, just a couple of outtakes. But they're not
very long. Everything waslost." Tony sghed.
"Just—Ilogt. | mean, can you believeit? They just
taped over dl of it. That's like taping over the moon
landing, or Nixon's resignation or something.”

"Not redly," said Brendan, and he grabbed back the
mouse.

The videoclips were about the size of Brendan's

thumbprint, framed within alittle grey TV screen.

COCOA MARSH COMMERCIAL. FUNORAMA BLOOPER.
CHIPSTHEME.

"Wow," said Brendan. A timer underneath thelittle



screen indicated how long each clip was. Sixteen
seconds. Twenty-seven seconds. Thirty-two
seconds. "Theresnot alot of him left, isthere?!

"Nope. But you know, | was thinking—like, maybe
there could be like ahologram or something, you
know? Like cloning someone. Y ou have atiny piece
of their DNA and you can make awhole person. So,
like, you'd only need atiny piece of Chip Crockett,
and you could bring back awhole episode.”

"Tony." Brendan sopped himsdf before giving his
automatic answer of thirty-odd years. Tony, you're
anidiot. "Tony, you're the Steve Wozniak of
Massachusetts Avenue. Do | just click on this?!

Tony nodded. Brendan clicked. A swirl of
black-and-white-and-grey dotsfilled the tiny screen,
danced around jerkily while ahollow voice intoned
something Brendan could bardly understand, though
thewords " Cocoa Marsh" seemed prominent. It took
nearly sixteen seconds for Brendan's eyesto force
the pixelsinto an image that resembled aman'sface
and a puppet. By then the clip was over.

"That'sit?'
"That'sit."

Brendan played it again. Thistime he could make out
the image more easily, a closeup of Chip Crockett
and Ooga Booga, the puppet holding aglassand
trying to drink from it while Chip encouraged him.

"That's right, Ooga Boogal Drink your Cocoa
Marsh—"

Bam: theimage froze, the screen went blank.
Brendanran it Sx moretimes, tryingtofix itin his
mind'seye, seeif it sirred any memory at dl of the
origind commercid. It didn't; but just that tiny clip
was enough to bring rushing back the wonderful
sound of Chip'svoice, the deep and deeply
humorous tones that were the echo of some great
benign Everydad. Y ou could imagine him tdling
knock-knock jokes over the barbecue grill of your
dreams, holding Ooga Booga as he tucked you into
bed at night, taking spsfrom acan of Rheingold
between verses of "They're Coming to Teke Me
Away, HaHa" Y ou could imagineal of this, you
could livedl of this, and sometimesit seemed that



you had.
"Check these out, man!"

He dtarted, as Tony ran the other clips. They
resembled thefirst: fuzzy black-and-white pointillist
figures, tinny voices beamed from amillion light
years away; chesp sets. Thelast few notes of Chip's
theme song faded and the screen cut to Ooga
Booga nestled againgt Chip'sface, hislittle hands
clapping spasmodicaly and Chip'slips moving,
seemingly by remote control.

"... now OogaBooga, tell al the boys and girlswhat
you just told me—"

Theimagefroze. It was over. No matter how many
timesyou played it back, you'd never hear Ooga
Booga's secret.

"Man, thisredly bites," said Brendan. He replayed
the blooper clip, Chip bumping into aboom mike and
pretending to wrestleit. "Theresredly nothing

ds=?’

"Nope." Tony pulled his hair back, making a ponytall
with hisfingers. "But if you read through dl the

|etters people have sent, there's, like, al these

rumors of other stuff. Like acouple of people say
they've heard about some bootleg tapes that were
shown on Itdian TV inthe '70s, tapes of actud

shows that somehow got shipped over there or
something. So there'sthis entire Chip Crockett Mafia
trying to track them down, abunch of fansand this
retired video cameraman from New Y ork. If they find
them, they can broadcast them over the Net. They
could probably broadcast them on TV, one of those
dationsthat playsold stuff dl thetime.”

"| doubt they could do that, Tony. Eveniif they
found the tapes. Which they won't.”

Tony swept the curtain of hair from hisface and
gave Brendan a hurt look. "Hey, don't believe me.
Here, look—"

Another click, and there were the e-mails from
devoted fans: kids grown to doctors, lawyers,
teachers, garbage men, rock stars, TV weathermen,
editors.



I'm 45 years old and boy, was | amazed
to find an entire Web ste devoted to
Chip Crockett....

They were dl pretty much like that, though
surprisngly well-written and grammétically correct
for email. Brendan imagined an entireinvisble
electronic universe seething with this obsessve
suff, billions of people crowding the ether with
their own variations on Chip Crockett -- obscure
basebd | players, writers, musicians, cars, books,
dogs. He scanned the Chip Crockett messages, all
variations on the themes of Boy, was| amazed and
Geg, | remember when and Ohiif only, along
lamentation for videos perdus.

If only they'd saved them!

If only WNEW knew whét they were
losing when they erased those tapes!

If only the technicians had done
something!

If only I'd been there!

Brendan sighed and ran ahand across hisface. "You
know, this stuff is sort of depressng me. | think
I'm gonna get the coffee going.”

Tony nodded without looking away from the screen.
Reflexively, Brendan glanced back, saw abrief
message that seemed to be the very last one.

Happy T'giving, everyone! Has anyone
€lse heard about abootleg of "Chip
Crockett's Christmas Carol" that's
supposed to air on Chrismas Eve? I'd
liketime/station info so | can tapeit.

"Y ou know about that, Tony?"

"Uh-uh." Tony frowned, leaning forward until his
nose dmost touched the screen. "That's kind of
weird. Where would you hear about something like
that? | mean, gpart from thisste?'

"Probably there's athousand other siteslikethis.
Y ou know, weird TV, collectors stuff. Christ, Tony,
move back, you're gonnago blind."



He put his hands on Tony's shoulders and gently
pulled him away from the screen. "Comeon. Time
for breskfast. Timefor CocoaMarsh.”

"Yeah. Yeah, I'm coming.” Tony stood, reluctantly,
and yawned. "Christmas. Wow. How could | forget
it was Chrigmas?"

"It'snot Christmeas. It'sthe day after Thanksgiving,"
said Brendan, seeing thefirgt faint flickers of that
other movie garting to burn around the edges of
hishead. Very ddiberately he blinked, snowflakes
melting into dush, aforest of evergreensflaming
into ash and smoke, a black boot disappearing up a
chimney that crumbled into rubble. " ou have a
whole month to remember Chrisimas.” But
Christmas was what Brendan was aready trying to
forget.

The truth was, over the last few years Brendan had
become an expert at forgetting about Christmas. A
few days after the sart of the Officia Holiday
Shopping Season, the ubiquitous background
soundtrack of "Silver Bells' and "Silent Night" and
"Chrigmas a K-Mart" had diminished to nothing
morethan avery faint whining echoin hisears, choir
boys and rampaging reindeer and Bing Crosby
relegated to that same mental dungeon where he
banned homel ess people on the Metro, magazine
adsfor starving children, stray cats, and junkies
nodding out at Dupont Circle. It didn't snow, soa
whole gauntlet of joyfully shrieking kidson dedsor
snowboards or big pieces of cardboard could be
avoided. But it was cold, that frigid dank D.C. cold
that seeped into your pores and filled the newcasts
with reports of homeless people freezing in dleys
and carsgaling on the Beltway onthelr daily
exodus to the sprawl.

It suredidn't fed like Chrissmasto Brendan Keegan.
But then, held been successfully inoculated against
the holiday two years ago, right about thetime
they'd been busy playing that popular parlor game,
What's Wrong With Our Baby? Peter had been a
toddler that December, and it was Christmas that
had finaly triggered Brendan's redization that
something waswrong.



"Hey, what do you think of thistree, huh, Peter?
What do you think, isthisthe grestest tree ever or
what?'

It was abeautiful tree, ablue spruce that had set
Brendan back almost a hundred bucks; but hey,

what was Christmas for? There were presents

hidden away that hed bought back when Teri first
told him she was pregnant, a basebal mitt and
football helmet, plush Redskins mascot and

oversized jersey, copies of Winnie-the-Pooh and The
Hobbit and a videotape of The March of the Wooden
Soldiersthat hiscousin Kevin had given him. Most of
the presents were till too old for Peter, he knew

that; but he also knew that thiswas the age when

kids started getting into tearing off the wrapping

paper and gazing a Christmas ornaments and stuff
likethat. A sort of synaesthetic experience of
Christmas; and Brendan wanted to beright there,
video cam in hand, when Peter got hisfirst look at a
redl Chrismastree, hisvery own real Chrisimas

tree.

Well, Brendan wasthere, dl right, and hegot it dl
down on tape. A few monthslater, playing it back
for doctors and psychiatrists and afew close family
members, it amazed Brendan that he hadn't
grabbed Peter and driven directly to GW Hospitd.

Because what the tape showed was afantagtically
decorated tree, branches drooping benesth the
weight of popcorn strings and cranberry strands,
Shiny Brite bals sdvaged from Brendan's own
childhood, hand-carved wooden Santas from a shop
in Georgetown, and, most wonderful of dl, an entire
North Pole's worth of fabulous glass ornaments from
Poland—clowns and dragons, cathedrals and polar
bears, banana-nosed Puncindlos and one vaguely
ominous . Nick. Eileen and Teri had spent hours
hanging baubles and carefully hiding each tiny bulb
s0 only itsglow was seen, magicaly, from within the
secret forest of dusky blue-green needles.

"Close your eyes" Teri had cried, covering hisface
with her hand as she led him into the room. "Now—"

When Brendan saw the tree, he got gooseflesh: that
atavigtic sense of looking down some endless tunnd,
past the window displays at Mazza Gdlerie, past the
Cratchit children exclaming over the plum pudding,



past the manger and the Romans and the circled
stones: dl theway back to aforest clearing and
falling snow, cold flung againgt hislimbsand the
ungpeakable wonder of flameslegping beneath an
evergreen. He blinked back tears, touched Eileen and
Teri each on the arm and mumbled something about
incredible, amazing, beautiful; and bent to scoop up
his son.

"Look, Peter, look—"

But Peter wouldn't look. His gaze shifted, then his
head, and finally hiswhole body, so that no matter
how Brendan turned and twisted, trying to hold
Peter so he could have the perfect view of the
perfect tree—no matter what he did, his son would
not look. It was as though the tree did not exist.
Indeed, the more Brendan tried to direct his gaze,
the more his son struggled, until hewasthrashing in
hisfather's arms, making those soft nnnhh nnnhh
sounds that, so far, were hisonly efforts at speech.

"Look, honey, see where Daddy is? Look! Look at
the pretty Christmastree! Seewhere Aunt Eileenis
pointing—look at the bird! Y ou like birds—I ook,
look!"

Look. They had played the tape for Dr. Larriday,
after she observed Peter in her office. Waiting for
her comments, Brendan and Teri held hands so
tightly that Brendan's knuckles ached for two days.
For hours they perched at the edge of the precipice,
the doctor's diagnostic terms whizzing past them
like stones—

Lack of affect

Little receptive language
Little or no eye contact
Impaired motor skills

Ritua behavior

Failure to speak

Morbid fear of changein routine

Peter had struggled and screamed in hisfather's
amswhile Dr. Larriday went down her list. Findly he



had fallen adeep. They had brought an evaluation
from their family physician, dong with seven hours
of videotaped footage of Peter—Peter crying, Peter
deeping, Peter crawling on his knuckles and toes,
Peter obsessvey pulling himsdlf up and down, up
and down, on the edge of his crib. Peter stacking
one block on top of a second—clumsily, the wooden
pieces flying from hisunwieldy grip between pinkie
and thumb. Peter Sitting in front of the glass door,
moving his head back and forth, back and forth,
watching the flicker of movement from the corner of
his eye. Hours and hours of tape; but Dr. Larriday
was most interested in the earliest one, the
Chrisgmas tape.

"Let's see what we have—"

And thereit was, glistening branches blocked by
Brendan's struggling figure as he crossed and
recrossed the living room, towheaded child
screaming in hisarms. Even now, amost three years
later, Brendan couldn't bear to think of that tree;

any Chrismastree. Because watching the tape again
in Dr. Larriday's office that July afternoon, it was
apparent that Peter had not been ignoring the tree.

Hewasavoiding it. He wasterrified of it.
Morbid fear of changeinroutine ...

Teri had wept, sobbing until the words were lost.
"Oh, Chrigt, how could we—I mean, look a him, it
lookslike he'sbeing tortured ..."

Dr. Larriday looked, and took notes. Brendan stared
graight ahead, hisdeeping childin hislap, Peter's
damp face pressed againgt hisarm and hisown
tearsfalling, unheeded, onto his son's cheek.

That wasthe end of Christmasfor Brendan. The end
of everything, redly—his marriage, his dream of
himsdlf asafather, hisdream of achild. Oh, he il
did everything he was supposed to, buying presents
for Peter, encouraging him to open them under the
smdl artificid tree a Teri'shousg, its parse
auminum branches threaded with afew red plastic
balls. Opening the presents for Peter, when he
showed no interest in them himsdf; following the
behaviord therapistss directives asto modeding play
behavior with the new blocks and games and trucks.



But Christmas? Christmas was gone. Brendan didn't
even hateit, because how could you hate something
that was dead? Instead he focused on hiswork, and
tried his best to ignore whatever demandsthe
Season put upon his senses, if not histime.

"Mr. Keegan?' His secretary's voice came through
the intercom. "It's Toysfor Totsagain.”

"Thanks." He put the phone on monitor, hisgaze

gtill fixed on the computer screen, ahaf dozen
heavily scrawled-upon yellow lega pads scattered on
the desk before him.

"Mr. Flaherty?" A cheerful voice boomed from the
Spesker. Brendan winced, reaching to turn the
volume down. "Thisis Don Huchison from the
Capitol City Chapter of Toysfor Tots. AsI'm sure
you know, we—"

"ThisisMr. Keegan, not Mr. Haherty. And | don't
take solicitation calls at the office—"

"Well, Mr. Keegan, I'll be happy to note that and
request that someone call you at home, at your
convenience and when you have time. When might
that be?'

"Never."

Don Huchison laughed, a sympathetic, Aint that the
truth! chuckle. "'l hear you! Thistime of year, theré's
never enough timeto—"

"l mean, never cdl me. Again. Anywhere" Brendan
flipped through alega pad with one hand, with the
other reached to turn off the monitor.

"Mr. Keegan, I'm sure you're aware of the difficulties
many families have a thistime of year, mesting their
children's expectations for a happy—"

"l don't give a shit about anyone's expectations.
Remove me permanently from your ligt, and please
don't cdl hereagain.”

Click.

That evening he walked home. The cold spell
remained unbroken. Pockets of dush filled potholes
and broken edges of sdewalk. The eastern sky had



ablackened cast toit, like a scorched pan; behind
him, the last glowering trails of sunset stresked the
horizon blood-red, so that the walls of the Library of
Congress seemed to burn as night fell. Clouds of
vapor surrounded the crowds hurrying home from
work, giving everyone aghosily familiar. But they
were were cheerful ghosts haunting cheerful people:
even the rat-tailed mongrel who kept Dave the
Grave company on his bench in Stanton Square Park
raced excitedly back and forth, rising on its hind legs
and walking backwards when smiling passersby
tossed coinsinto Dave's battered Starbucks coffee

mug.
"God blessya, god blessya—"

Brendan gritted histeeth, saring stonily at a
down-clad woman who stooped to put afive-dollar
bill into Dave's hand. ™Y ou're wasting your money,"
he said loudly. The woman looked up, startled; Dave
swayed back and forth on hisbench, hislitany
uninterrupted. He still wore Tony's coat—Brendan's
coat—though it was black now with grime, the
deevesand collar disntegrating. "He'sawino. You're
just feeding hisaddiction.”

The woman stared at Brendan coolly. "It's
Chrigmas. And it's none of your damn business
what | do with my money."

"Hahal" Dave laughed; the dog did a back flip, to
gpplause from severad of Dave's cronies drinking
malt liquor on the brittle grass. "God blessyou,
dalin, thet'sright ..."

Brendan started to yell after the woman's retreating
back, but then he noticed that people were stopping
to stare at him. Instead he glared contemptuoudly at
Dave, spun on his hed and stalked home.

"Merry Chrissmad" Dave cdled after him, and the
other homeless men raised their voices raucoudy.
"Merr' Chrissmass!”

He had left work earlier than was his habit. Since his
divorce, held adjusted his schedule so that he

seldom | eft the officetill after dark; an exception had
always been those days when he had Peter. No word
of his Thanksgiving fal from grace had reached
Teri—Brendan slently blessed Kevin and Eileen. But
sncethen, hisvistswith his son had been cut back,



at Brendan's own suggestion, to every other week.
Just until the new year, he assured Teri, pleading
pressure from work, a case long pending that now
looked as though it would be settled out of court
but there was still paperwork, and client interviews,
and of courseit wasthe holidays—

And of coursethat wasit, exactly. Teri had seenitin
her ex-husband's face when they had last met a
week earlier, staring out at her from the front of the
Volvo.

"Don't you want to comein for aminute? It's so
cold.”

Brendan shook his head. "I'm not cold,” he said, his
voicetight. He continued to stare resolutely at the
gteering column. "Isheready?| haveto get going.”

"He'sready." Teri looked at the house, where Peter
stood impassively on the steps, then turned back to
the car. "Will Tony be there?!

"Y ou got aproblem with Tony, takeit up with your
lawyer." Brendan's knuckles whitened as he clasped
thewhed. "l don't givea—"

"l am not being hodtile." Teri'svoice shook. "I'm
glad Tony'sthere. At least Tony is capable of
something resembling an emotion. At lesst Tony
rememberswhat time of year it is. Y ou know why
you don't fed the cold, Brendan? Do you know

why?

Brendan turned the key intheignition. "Get himin
thecar. I'mleaving.”

"Because—"

He tapped the accelerator. The engine roared. On
the porch Peter began to cry. Without aword Teri
walked back to the house and got her son.

"Y ou have agood time, sweetheart,” she murmured
as she buckled him into his car seat. He had stopped
crying dmost immediately, and she tucked a scarf
around his shoulders. "Y ou have agood time with
your Daddy ..."

She drew away from the car and stared at Brendan
inthefront seat. In the back Peter pushed off the



scarf, letting it drop to the floor. ™Y ou could do
something with him, you know." Her voice was
perfectly cam now. "He's doing so well a school
these days. Y ou could take him to see the White
Housetree, or Santaout a White Flint. Peggy said
that might be agood idea. She said—"

Fuck what she said, thought Brendan. He glanced
back to make sure Peter was buckled, then rolled up
the window. He had dready started to pull away
when Teri ran up beside him and pounded &t the
glass.

"What?' He stopped and rolled the window down a
crack. "Now what?'

"| wanted to make sure you hadn't forgotten and
made other plansfor next week."

"What's next week?"

"Chrigmas." Teri'ssmiled tightened. "Y ou said you
wanted to have him Christmas Eve—last summer,
remember? When we—"

"l remember.”

"| thought—I hoped that we could al be together.
To give some, some continuity. For Peter. | asked
Kevin and Eileen—"

"Oh, Chrig—"

"And | wanted you to ask Tony for me. If you don't
mind." Teri's voice had taken on the same brisk
oldest-daughter tone she used with her elderly
clients. "If you don't want to stay you don't have to.
They're going to come after church, mid-morning.

Y ou can just drop him off if you want. Or you're
welcometo stay.”

"Well see. I'll let Tony know."

But tonight, walking up the sdewalk towards his
gpartment, he remembered that he never had let
Tony know. Not that he suspected him of having any
big plansfor the holiday. Occasiondly Brendan could
hear music from behind the closed door of hisroom,
Tony playing guitar and Snging softly to himsdlf; but
that seemed to have stopped with the onset of the
holiday season. Unemployment didn't just suit Tony



better than any job he'd had since fronting the
Maronis. It was as though he had actually found
another job, one that involved getting up each
morning promptly at six A.M., showering, shaving,
dressing in black jeansand T-shirt and leather
jacket, then eating amodest bow! of Grape-Nuts
before getting down to work.

Which, in Tony's case, seemed to consist of
watching every single Christmas specid that every
sngletdevison station on Earth choseto ar
between the first and twenty-fifth of December. No
program was too obscure or too terrible for Tony's
viewing pleasure—not The House Without a
Christmas Tree or The Bishop's Wife; not Andy
Williams Christmas Specid, or Elviss, theKing
Family's, and BarbaraMandrdl's; not A Very Brady
Christmas! or Mickey's Extra Specid ChrismasEve
or The Little Drummer Boy Returns.

And certainly not Rudolph, the Grinch, Charlie
Brown, Frosty the Snowman or Mr. Magoo. Tony
had It'saWonderful Life committed to memory;
what was harder to take was that Tony knew every
word of SantaClausVersusthe Martians, aswell as
The Christmas That Almost Wasn't and Fuzzy the
Christmas Donkey.

"That one ought to be cadled The Christmas
Jackass," Brendan had snapped one morning when
he woketo find Tony dready sitting transfixed on
the living room couch, steaming coffee mug beside
him.

"Y ou should check thisout." Tony shot aquick grin
at Brendan, then hunched closer to the edge of the
sofa. "Shh, thisisthe sad part—"

Now, as he hurried up the steps, Brendan saw the
familiar blue-grey wash of light through his
gpartment window, the tdlltale flicker of shadow on
the wall behind the sofawhere he knew he would
find Tony in the exact same place he had left him
that morning.

Only thistime when Brendan walked ingdeit was
different. On the floor, saring a the televison with
the same rapt expression, was Peter.

"Peter." Brendan shut the door and dropped his
briefcase. "Tony? What's going on”?'



Tony looked up and smiled. "Oh, hey, man! You're
home early. That'sgood, I'm glad—"

"What's he doing here? What happened?' Brendan
quickly stepped over asmall mountain of Peter's
things, knapsack and overnight bags, hispillow, his
lunchbox, hisduck. "Wha—"

"Therewasaproblem ..."

"Problem?’ He knelt beside his son, fighting the need
to hold him, to shout at Tony gazing a them camly
from the couch. Peter edged away, making asmall
humming sound, his gaze fixed onthe TV. "What
problem? What happened? s he—"

"No, no—Teri had the problem. Shetried cdling you
but she couldn't get through—"

Brendan sighed with relief, then nodded.
"Right—Asdhley |eft this afternoon, shell be gonetill
next week. But—"

"I dunno, some client thing? Teri said shéd call from
the airport—"

Right on cue the phone rang. Brendan grabbed it.

"Brendan." Brendan could hear her sivdlow, fighting
tears. "Jesus, Brendan. | cdled and caled—"

"I know. What happened?’

"Oh, Chrigt, some stupid thing. Wdll, not really—old
Mr. Wright died, everyone was expecting it but not
right before Christmas, | mean he was ninety-three.
But | have to go out there to dedl with hiswifeand
ex-wifeand hissster and hiskids. I'm at Dulles
now, this caseisamess, you remember metelling
you—"

"But Peter's okay?"

"Peter'sfine. Heredly likes Tony, doesn't he?"

"Y eah, yeah, sure. So what's the ded here?
Silence. He heard airport noisesin the background,

the squawk and boom of flight announcements. "The
ded is, Brendan, that | have to be out of town on



businessright now. And—"

"How long?'

"Judt till tomorrow. It wasimpossible to get aflight,
they're completely booked, but—"

"And Peter's schedule? All thistalk you had about
how fucking important it isfor everything to be—"

"L ook, Brendan, stuff happens. Y ou can't control
everything. Or maybe you can, but | can't. Peter is
with me every hour, every day, every week—"

"Except when heswith me—"

"—you have no ideahow exhaudting it is, being with
him al thetime. It'skilling me, Brendan, it's—"

Her voice broke, drowned in aspurt of gtatic as
another flight announcement thundered somewhere
behind her. —I can't, Brendan, not anymore, he's—"

Brendan shut his eyes and took along breath. "Teri?
Teri?' Heturned so that Tony and Peter wouldn't
see him. "Can you hear me? Ligten, I'm sorry, redly.
Don't cry. Well befine. | know yourewith him dl
thetime, | know how hardit is. Hell be fine—"

"Shit. That'smy flight. I'm sorry, Brendan, thisisso
crazy. But | redly did try to call. Hes got schoal, |
gave Tony the schedule. Except for Chrismas Eve,
but you knew that. His medicingsin the blue bag
with the dinosaurs. Okay, shit, | haveto run—xkiss
him for me, I'll cdl you, bye—"

So.

"S0." Brendan put down the phone, turned. In the
living room, Peter sprawled on the floor, fingers
pulling at athread in the carpet. On the couch
behind him sat Tony, pointing excitedly at the
screen.

"—see, remember? Those are the real three Kings,
and that guy there, he's one of the real shepherds.
But that other guy with the black beard who's
snesking up on thelittle donkey, he'sa Sears
shepherd—"

"Tony. Y ou were herewhen Teri dropped him off?'



Tony looked over a Brendan, surprised. "Oh. Hey, |
forgot you were home. Yeah, sure | was. | wasright
here, Peter and | settled down to some serious
holiday cheer. Right, Petie?"

Peter continued to make the same soft nasal
humming sound he dways did. Hiseyeswere il
glued to the screen: when the bad shepherd

grabbed the little Puppetoon donkey and stuffed him
inasack, Peter flinched. Hisfather didn't notice; he
was aready going through Peter's bags, looking for
the pages of ingtructions he knew would be there,

"Well, thanks. What the hdll was she going to do if
you weren't here? Why didn't she go by my office?’

"Shedid. She couldn't even get in the building.”

Brendan grimaced. "Damn, that's right. Chrismas
party next door, they al went down to the Hawk &
Dove. And | wasn't picking up the phone.”

"Y ou didn't go to the Christmas party?'

"No, Tony, | didn't go to the Christmas party. |
mean, what's the point? They don't giveyou a
present.”

Tony looked shocked. "They don't giveyou a
present?!

"No, you bonehead." Brendan bopped him on the
shoulder with Teri'singtructions. "' Of course they
don't give you a present. That wasajoke. But |
redly am glad you were here when she came,
Cmere, Peter—"

He reached for his son, stedling himsdlf for the boy
to turn away or, worse, fail to acknowledge him at
al. Ingtead Peter remained where he was, watching
TV. When Brendan touched hisarm, he could fed
the ripple of muscle benesth his son's bare skin. Or
maybe it wasn't muscle at dl; maybeit was nerve,
malybe that was how exposed it al wasto Peter,
bound sheaves of neurons and ganglions and
dendrites, veiled with nothing more than that soft
whitetissue of baby skin, thetiny hairslikea
dusting of snow, the sweet powdery smell of him.
For an ingtant he was close enough to smell him, so
closeit made him dizzy, made him forget for a



moment where or when it was—like when Teri was
dtill breastfeeding and they would liein bed together
and he could sméll dll of them at once, hisown
sweat, and Teri's, and Peter's scent, a scent he had
aways thought came from baby powder—strange
and warm, like honeysuckle, or bread—but which he
knew now came from babies.

"Peter,” he whispered.

For asplit second, Peter did not move away.
Brendan held his breath until it hurt, until he could
fed hisown nerves shimmering dongsde hisson's,
the two tines of abroken tuning fork suddenly and
miraculoudy vibrating together. Peter's skin was
warm, warmer than Brendan's own; therewas a
sticky spot within the crook of hiselbow, jely or
paste or generic childhood crud. He was close
enough to see the small red crescent just below his
hairline, where another child had accidentally struck
him with ablock. Still holding his bregth, Brendan let
hisfingers move ever o dightly down hisson'sarm,
towards hishand—

—but it was too much. The nasal humming becamea
grunt, of annoyance or fear or pain; and the boy
shrugged him off.

"Peter." Brendan spoke his name, louder thistime.
Peter nodded—ahdf-nod, redly, jerking hischin
downward afraction of an inch—and scooched closer
to the televison. Brendan watched him, biting hislip;
then turned to Tony. "Well. One big happy family. |
guess!'ll make dinner."

Hewaited for Tony's usud offer to help, or clean up,
or bring out the trash. But Tony only sprawled on
the couch and stared at the television, lips moving

as he recited dong with King Mée chior.

"... greatest gifts are dways those that cannot be
bought with gold or Slver ..."

"Ugh." Brendan rolled hiseyes. "I'm outta here.”

He made dinner, pastawith butter sauce for Peter,
with pesto for himself and Tony. Whileit was
cooking he rummaged around for that morning's
Pogt. It was gone. When he looked outside the back
door, the entire stack of papers waiting to be
recycled was gone, too.



"Tony?Y ou do something with today's paper?"

"Um, well, yeah. | did." Hisexpresson was distinctly
furtive

"Um, well, yeah. Could you tdl mewhereit is?"

Tony shifted uncomfortably, knocking a pillow onto
thefloor. "Uh. Actudly, no. | mean, it'sgone.”

Brendan frowned. "But the pickup isn't till
tomorrow." Although, now that he thought about it,
he hadn't seen any newspapers out there al last
week, ether.

"I know. | just needed them for something.”
"Wha?'
"Just something. A surprise.”

"A aurprise. Right." Brendan sighed. "Wdll, tomorrow
leave the damn paper for meto read, okay? | don't
need any more surprises.”

Peter went to bed with surprisingly little trouble that
night. Usualy any changein hisroutine was enough
to send him into afit of heart-splintering screams,
but except for the usua tantrum over brushing his
teeth, the evening was cam. Brendan read to himin
bed, Goodnight, Moon and "The Owl and the
Pussycat"; and before he was finished his son was
adeep, hand knuckled up against one cheek, the
much-gnawed rubber duck nestled againgt his
breast.

"Don't you read him Christmas stories?"

Brendan gently tugged the blanket up around
Peter's shoulders, motioning Tony to be quiet. "No,"
he whispered, and joined himinthe hall. "I dont
have any here"

"Teri packed some. | saw them. The Grinch, The
Night Before Christmas—"

"Tony." Brendan poked hisfriend in the ssomach.
"Y ou know what? I'm going to tell you a secret.



Christmas depresses me. It makes me sad. It totally
bumsmeout.”

"Butwhy?"

He sucked his bregth in angrily; but when he looked
into Tony's eyes he saw only genuine puzzlement.
Brendan sighed, drew his hand back and ran it
through histhinning hair.

"It just does," hesaid. "Okay?1 just don't getin
much of a Christmas spirit anymore.”

"You'renot kidding,” said Tony.

Stll, after held finished deaning up and going
through hise-mail and sorting out Peter's clothes
for the next day, Brendan found himsdlf intheliving
room again, sprawled beside Tony on the couch.
Outside, icy rain spattered againgt the windows and
tossed red and green confetti onto the ground
beneath thetraffic light. Onthe TV screen, snow
whipped around aman with shoulders hunched
againgt the cold as he hurried down anarrow lane,
rosy-cheeked urchinssnging merrily in hiswake.

Brendan nudged Tony with hisfoot. "Who'sthis
one?'

"George C. Scott. The Reagan-era Scrooge. See?
His clothes are expensive—nice cut, nice fabric? He
just can't be bothered helping anyone else. Classic
Republican Scrooge. As opposed to Alistair Sim, the
classic Dickensian Scrooge, who was agenuine
miser." Tony wiggled hisfingers. "Holesin hisgloves,
stuff like that. Then theres Mr. Magoo, the great
Broadway Musica Scrooge."

Brendan laughed. "What, are you a Scrooge
sientig?'

"Sure, man. Liond Barrymore, Regindd
Owen—vintage Hollywood. And Scrooge
McDuck—what can | say? Quite smply one of the
greats.”

"Y eah? What about me?’

"You?" Tony scrutinized hisfriend, rubbing hischin.
"Y ou're the classic post-po-mo Scrooge. Involved
with the text, yet denying your own place withinit.



Definitely post-post-modern.”

Brendan snorted. "Right." He leaned forward, picked
up the TV Guide from the floor and began flipping
through it. "Where do you find al this stuff? | mean,
half of itisnt evenlisedin here”

"l dunno. But | can dwaysfind it. Sometimesit
takesawhile, but ..." Tony shrugged. "It'sthere.”

"What about that Chip Crockett Christmas thing?
Ever hear any more about that?"

"No." Tony looked sad. "I keep checking, but nobody
seemsto know anything except these sort of vague
rumors. | figurel'll just, like, stay up dl night
Christmas Eve and see what happens.”

"Grest idea, Tony." Brendan took a deep bresth.
"But you know what? I've kind of had enough of
Uncle Ebeneezer. I'm going to bed.”

Tony nodded absently, engrossed once morein the
movie. "Sure. 'Night, Brenda."

It was a scramble to get Peter ready for school the
next morning. He refused to est anything, screaming
and throwing first abagel, then Cheerios, toagt,
English muffin, cantaloupe, and ingtant oatmed on
thefloor, before hisincreasingly desperate father
gave up and began the struggle to get him dressed.
When Peter stayed on the weekend, Brendan aways
let him wear his pgiamas until lunchtime. Now it took
both Brendan and Tony afull fifteen minutesto get
the boy into his clothes, and even then Peter ended
up wearing the same T-shirt hed goneto deepin

the night before.

"Hey, Pete, man, cdm down," said Tony when the
orded wasfindly over. "It'sonly clothes.

Brendan shook his head, red-faced and panting, and
started shoving plastic containers and juice boxes
into Peter's kngpsack. "That'sjust it. It's not just
clothes. It'severything—everything isabattle" He
found himsdif blinking back tears, and turned to the
kitchen counter, waiting until he could speak without
his voice breaking. "'l swesar to god, | don't know
how Teri doesit.”

"Nolie." Tony sighed and began to scoop congeded



oatmed from thefloor. In theliving room Peter sat
rigidly on the couch, watching Cookie Mongter est an
auminum plate. "Does she haveto drive him in every

day?

"Y eah. And she—shit." Brendan straightened,
smacking himsdlf in the forehead with hispam.
"How'm | going to do this?'

"Dowhat?'

"Wdl, | can't take him on the Metro in rush hour.
Anditll besolate, I'll never find aparking spot by
the office after | drivehimin. Let methink, let me
think—

"I know." Brendan sngpped hisfingers, pointed a
Tony. "Y ou're not doing anything, right?Y ou mind
coming with me? Then you can drop me off at the
office and drive back here, and | don't have to worry
about parking."

Tony frowned, glancing at thetelevison. "Yeah, |
guess. Do | havetimeto—"

"No. If the Grinch is on you can damn wdl tape him.
Let'sgo—come on, Peter, sweetie, time for
schoal...."

Out on Maryland Avenue, the city'sineffectual road
crewswere doing their usua job of making the
morning commute even worse. The night's deet had
been reduced to a puree of sated dush and dead
leaves clogging the roadside, and numerous tow
truckswere still doing abrisk busnesson the
narrow side streets.

Y et despite the mess, the commuters crowding the
sdewakswere cheerful, men and womenin
trenchcoats and lightweight parkas waving to each
other asthey hurried towards Union Station and the
Capital grounds. Strands of white lights spun
through trees and hedges and outlined the fronts of
brick rowhouses and storefronts. In Stanton Square
Park, an evergreen glittered green and blue and red
where some street people had strung together
empty beer cans and bottles with strapping tape and
bitsof duminumfail.

"Hey, check it out!" said Tony asthe VVolvo crawled
past. "That looks nice, doesn't it?”



Brendan grunted. On abench by the sdewak, Dave
the Grave and his dog were already settled with a
paper bag between them. Dave's battered tweed
jacket had been augmented by along red muffler
and sometinsd; hisdog lolled beside him, the ends
of the comforter tucked between his paws. At sight
of Brendan's car, Dave lifted his bottle and shouted
agresting.

"'Aaay, whoawhoa M'ry 'issmiss!”

Tony rolled down hiswindow and leaned out. "Merry
Christmas, Davel"

"Shut up, Tony." Brendan pressed a button and
sent Tony'swindow diding back up. "He'sagoddam
bum."

"Aw, give him abreak, man! It's Chrigmas."

"Y eah, well, he can go to the shdlter with everyone
else, then. Or freeze on agrate.”

"Jeez, Brendan!" Tony shook hishead in dismay.
"What about all those poor people in the missons
we used to collect for at Sacred Heart? Y ou never
wanted them to freeze on agrate.”

"If they'd been outside my house, I'd have wanted
them to freeze. And their little dogs, too."

"Boy, what agrouch. Hey, Peter, you ever know
your old man was such agrouch?"' Peter said
nathing; only chewed thoughtfully on hisyelow duck
and stared out at the bottle-decked tree behind
Davethe Grave.

Brendan continued to be agrouch the whole way to
the Birchwood School, immuneto Tony's admiration
for the White House Christmas tree, the decorations
in the windows of the restaurants at Dupont Circle,
the group of kidsfrom Gonzaga High School singing
by asubway entrance. In the front seat Tony rocked
and sang, too, turning to pick up Peter's duck when
it fell and yeling encouragement a some boystrying
to dide down adriveway on acafeteriatray.

"Keegp your weight in the front—the front—"

"They're going to kill themsdalves" Brendan said,



turning up the side road leading to the schoal. "And
then their parentswill hire me to sue the company
that makes those trays."

"Don't you remember doing that? Only we had those
flying saucers?!

"Y eah. And we had snow. All right, herewe are. Let's
make this snappy, | haveaclient coming in at ten.”

Tony did from the front seat and began gathering
Peter'sthings. "How come you're so busy right
before Chrigmas?’

"Because | want to be," Brendan said tersely. "Okay,
Petie, herewe are a school .

Insde, everything looked pretty much asit dways
did. There were green-and-red cutouts on the wall, a
few reindeer and trees, some yelow cardboard stars
and blue Menorahs; but no Chrissmastree, no

lights, no scary Santas. There were fewer kids as
usual, too, and haf as many teachers.

"Peter! Hi!" Peter looked up, afaint smile on hisface
as Peggy knelt before him. "I missed you when your
Mom picked you up early yesterday—hi!"

She reached forward and gave him ahug, holding
him very tightly for just amoment and then
withdrawing. She stood, brushing the hair from her
eyes, and smiled. She waswearing along green
sweater with starson it, and asmall
red-and-green-striped wool cap. "Brendan! | haven't
Seen you for awhile—"

"I know, my schedule changed, |I—" Brendan was il
garing a hisson. "Helet you hug him?"

"Y eah, that'sanew thing, just thisweek. But weve
been working up to it for while. He'sredlly doing
great, you know, he's been making someincredible
progressjust these last few weeks. Do you have a
minute? 'Cause | can—"

Shelooked over and for thefirst time saw Tony.
"Oh! Hi, I'm sorry, | work with Peter here, Peggy
Storrs."

She stuck out her hand. For amoment Tony just
stared at her, with an expression Brendan had last



seen when held received the new Advent Moth
promo. Then,

"Very pleased to meet you," he said, grabbing her
hand and pumping it. "Anthony Kemper. I'm an old
friend of Brendan's. We went to high school
together. In Y onkers. Actudly, wereliving together
now, if you ever --"

"That isvery temporary.”" Brendan glared a him,
then turned back to Peggy. "Actualy, Peggy, I'm
kind of in arush thismorning, but—"

But Peggy was il looking at Tony, her brow
furrowed. "Y ou know, you look very familiar. | mean,
redly familiar. Have you, like, been in here before?
Although | don't remember—"

Brendan sghed. "Peggy, meet Tony Maroni.”

"Tony—Maroni?' Her blue eyes got huge. "Y ou're
like, thereal Tony Maroni? Ohmy god. You are. |
don't believeit! God, | saw you guyswhen | wasin
high school! In Sesttle, | guessit was—jeez, it must
be fifteen years ago! God, you guys were grest, that
was like the greatest show | have ever seeninmy
life™

Tony smiled dreamily. "Yeah, yeah ... | remember
that. The Limehouse. That was right before we went
to Japan. That was, like, the last timeweredly
played together," he added wistfully. "1 mean, dl of
us, inthe States."

"You left after that ..." Peggy ran ahand over her
cap. "God, | was so bummed out. | was only fifteen,
and that wasit, | felt like I'd missed everything.
Tony Maroni." She shook her head. "Thisisso
amazing. | guess|'d heard once that you lived here
inD.C., but—"

Brendan cleared histhroat. "Y ou know, | hate to
break up the Rock Trivia Show, but | have aclient
coming in haf an hour and | need Mr. Maroni hereto
drive me back to my office."

"Oh sure, sure.” Peggy glanced down at Peter, then
up a Brendan again. Shewas actudly blushing. "But
| just can't believe that—"

"Oh, please, believe," said Brendan. He wondered



what Peggy would think if she knew that Tony
conddered ThisIs Spind Tap amode for behaviord
therapy. "Look, I'minared hurry today, that's all.
Maybe tomorrow when | drop him off, we could go
over some of thisgreat suff you're talking about.”

"Oh, but there's no school tomorrow. Christmas
Eve. So many kids and teachers are going away or
have family stuff, Deirdre decided that wed just
close until the 28th. We have early release today, at
noon. It wasin the newdetter ..."

Brendan swore under his breath. Peggy hunched her
shoulders. "I'm redly sorry—you didn't know? That
waswhy Teri was S0 freaked out about having to go

avay ...

"Right, right. It'sokay, not aproblem ..." Brendan
turned and stooped beside his son. "Peter, Peter,
Peter. What am | going to do about you?' he
murmured.

"I'll bethere." Tony'svoice was S0 loud that severa
of the other teachersturned. "I mean, hey, what
elsedo | have going on?Itll be great, well do
Chrigmas suff."

"Chrigmas can be alittle intimidating for some of
these kids." Peggy smiled. "But you probably know
that dready if you're hanging out with thislittle guy
here at home. | 4ill can't believe you and Brendan
went to high school together.”

Brendan stared at the floor and shook his head
despairingly. Tony nodded, bopping back and forth
on hisheds.

"Y ou know what?' he said. "I can come pick him up
at noon, and you can tell mewhat | need to know
about being with him. I mean, whatever | don't know

dready.”

"Which would fill an encyclopedia,” Brendan muitered
darkly. "Ligten, Elvis, | redly do haveto get back to
the office. Peggy, Peter will be finewith Tony, you
just tdll him anything you think he needsto know,
okay?"

Peggy nodded. "I don't think you're on the sheet as
an authorized pickup, are you, Tony? So maybe you
could just cometo the office and fill out aform, and



Brendan can sgnit, and well beall sat," shesad,
and started for the office.

"Sure, surel” Tony loped after her.

"Do you bdlievethis, Peter?' Brendan shook his
head. "I graduated fourth in my classa
Georgetown. Plus, | thought she was gay."

Peter said nothing. Though if hisfather had turned
his head, he might have seen something like
reflected light shining in his son's eyes, as Peter
gazed Sdeways at Tony jouncing up and down
outsdethe office.

"Listen, swestie. Daddy hasto go to work now.
Uncle Tony'sgoing to pick you up at lunchtime. Can
you remember that? It won't be me and it won't be
Mommy—"

"Okay. I'm sgned on, Captain Kirk," Tony
announced, sweeping up behind Brendan. "Y ou
ready? Want meto drive?'

"No, I'll drive." Brendan sighed. "Yeah, | guessI'm
ready. Remember, Peter." He stood, pointed at
Tony. "Uncle Tony herewill pick you up."

Tony nodded. "Noon, right?*

"Actudly, if you can comealittle earlier, itll makeit
easer in case he's having arough day." Peggy
gmiled. "Orif | am.”

Brendan groaned. "Let'sgo—"

"Bye, then—see you around noon. Hooray hello,
Tony!"

"Whoawhoawhoal" Tony called. "Ouch! Jeez, I'm
coming, Brenda, for chrissakes—"

Brendan drove back to Capitol Hill. Tony bopped and
drummed on the dashboard and sang " Christmas
(Baby Please Come Home)" until Brendan threatened
to throw him out and make him walk from Foggy
Bottom.

"Okay, okay, I've stopped, see? Man, | just can't
believe that girl Peggy, huh? She'sgreat, she'slike
ogredt ..."



But Brendan was brooding over how Peggy had
been ableto hug his son. Automaticaly he glanced
into the rearview mirror, looking for Peter in his car
seet. For agplit second he had aflash of panic,
seeing it was empty—

But of course Peter wasn't there. Peter was at
school, bonding with strangers. Panic subsided into
awash of despair, and Brendan gripped the whed
until hishands hurt.

"How come you never told me about her?”

Brendan swallowed, let his breath out. "Y ou never
asked."

"] can't believe she saw us at the Limehouse. That
was probably the best show we ever did, you know
that?| can't believe shesaw it."

"At least she'sold enough to vote." Brendan pulled
over near his office. For amoment hejust sat there,
waiting to seeif the despair would fade. It did not. A
young woman pushing astroller around puddieson
the sdewak stopped, pointing at the window of the
Trover Shop. Swags of fresh holly hung there, their
berries so deep and glistening ared they looked like
drops of blood. Brendan shut his eyes, then turned
and reached into the backseat for his briefcase.

"Listen, Tony. Get there early like Peggy said, okay?
But don't forget Peter. Make sure he eats something
when he gets home—actudly, bring something in the
car, there's some juice boxes and peanut butter
crackersin the kitchen. Ask Peggy to check if he
needs any medicine before you leave, okay?I'll try to
get out early but probably 1 won't be back till five or
0."

"Sure man, sure, no prob.” Tony clambered into the
driver's seat as Brendan climbed out. "Don't worry,
well be great, it'll be fun."

"Make sure he'sin his car seat!" Brendan shouted as
Tony pulled away, an arc of dush risng behind him.
"Get there early. And be careful—!"

Tony was careful, and he got there early. In fact, he
got there about an hour after leaving Brendan on
Pennsylvania Avenue. It would have been even



sooner, but he stopped at the flower vendor's at
Eastern Market and bought asmall crimson
poinsettiain agreen plastic pot shaped like a
Chrigmastree.

"Hi," he said breathlesdy when he arrived back &t the
Birchwood School. A haf dozen children were settled
at separate tables around the room, each with a
grownup and a cookie and alittle paper cup full of
juice. Peggy looked up from where she sat across
from Peter, holding the cookiefor him.

"Tony! You areearly.”

"Here. Thisisfor you. Merry Chrigmas." Tony
plonked himself on the floor beside Peggy and
handed her the poinsettia. "Unless you're not
alowed to accept gifts.”

"Oh no, giftsare highly encouraged. L ook, Peter!
See? Thisisapoinsettia. A flower—thisisaflower—"

"S0. Any indructions?' Tony turned and smiled at
Peter, stretched his hand out to within afew inches
of hisface and waved gently. "Hey, Petie. Y ou ready
to come home with me? Watch Mister Magoo?"

Peter moved his head so that he faced away from
Tony; but his gaze edged sdeways, watching.

"Mister Magoo!" exclaimed Peggy. "God, | loved
that—it used to be my favorite Christmas show. But
they never runit anymore. Did you rent it?"

"Uh-uh." Tony wiggled hisfingers at Peter.
"Isit on Nickelodeon or something?”’
"No. | mean, | don't know. | guess."

"Huh. Well, I'll check it out when | get home, maybel
can catch theend.”

"Wanna come over with me and Pete here? Cause
then you could wetch it with—"

Peggy shook her head. "I wish | could. But | haveto
write up al the weekly reports and stuff like that.
Maybe another time." She smiled acrossthe table at
Peter. "So, Peter, are you ready? Tony here's going
to drive you home today. Then your Daddy will be



back later. Okay? Let's finish our snack and get
everythingready togo..."

Tony went with her to gather Peter'sthings. "So. Is
he, like, really doing better? | haven't seen so much
of him the last two weeks, ‘cause he's been with
Teni."

Peggy nodded. She turned from thewall of
brightly-painted cubbies and leaned againgt it,
cradling Peter's jacket to her chest. "Y ou know, he
redly is. Wework so intensely with the kids here,
and it can take years, but sometimes | of asudden
you just have a breskthrough. And | redlly think that
could happen with Peter. Although,” she added,
lowering her voice, "probably | shouldn't say that.
People get very, very sensitive about the issue of
‘curing' autism.”

Tony dared at Peter, standing off by himsdlf and
gdaring a aknotholeinthewdl. "Right," Tony said
softly. "Waell, I know hisMom and Dad love him no
meatter what."

Peggy bit her lip, then nodded. "Oh, sure," she said.
"Though | think Brendan has some unresolved
issues. He seems alittle—distracted lately. Not as
focused. But like | said, | shouldn't be saying this...."

"It'sokay. I'm, like, family,” said Tony. "And let me
tell you, Brendan redlly lovesthat.”

He laughed and bent to pick up Peter's knapsack.
"Okay, Petie. Let's go watch Mister Magoo's
Christmas Carol. One of the very best—"

Peggy waked them to the front door. A few other
parents were waiting by the office now with wrapped
packages, greeting teachers and waving at their
children,

"Yvonne! I'll beright with you—" Peggy touched the
shoulder of awoman in afaux-mink coet, then
turned back to Tony. "That's the mother of my

other student. | should go. But thanks so much for

coming by, Tony."

"So, areyou, like around? After the holidays
maybe?'

Peggy straightened her little wool cap and amiled.



"Maybe. Thanksfor the poinsettia. Tell Mister Magoo
| said hi. And Peter—"

She stooped and gave him another quick strong
hug. "Y ou have awonderful Christmas, Peter. I'll see
you very soon. Very, very soon ..."

They walked outsde, Peter stopping onceto stare
ruminatively at aspird of oil sending spectrd
currents across a puddle. Tony waited with him.
"Hey, pretty cool, huh?' he said, and continued to
the car. Y ou know, you're alucky guy, Pete.”

Tony held open the Volvo's back door and watched
as Peter dowly climbed in. "Having ababe like that
for ateacher. Man oh man."

They returned to Brendan's apartment. The sky was
inked with clouds like date-colored smoke, the air
had that metallic bite that precedes snow. Peter was
careful not to look into Tony's eyes when he glanced
back at him. He seemed not to hear Tony when he
asked a question or pointed out
something—Chrismaslights, sdewalk Santa—and
after they parked the boy waked in front of him,
dragging his backpack and making rhythmic huff-huff
NOISES.

"Okay. Lunchtime," announced Tony when they got
insde. He cut up an apple and smeared the dices
with peanut butter. Peter refused to Sit, so Tony fed
him standing. Tony ended up eating most of it, but
he did manage to get Peter to drink some milk, only
half of which ended up on thefloor.

"All right. Now Uncle Tony hasto check hise-mail.
Come on—"

Peter ignored him. He walked into the living room
and sat on thefloor and began pulling at athread in
the carpet. Tony frowned, then turned and walked
downthe hal.

"I'll be right back. Y ou come on down hereif you
want, okay?"'

He checked hismail and spent afew minutes reading
the headlines, then went to Chip Crockett's Web
gte. Nothing new there. A few messagesfroma
week ago, Tony's own unanswered request for
information about Chip's Christmas specid. He was



just going to log off when he heard asoft huff-huff
behind him.

"Hey, Peter. Cmere, want to check this out?"

Peter stepped forward, keeping agood distance
from where Tony sat. There was still peanut butter
on hisface, and aclumpin his hair where hed
twiddled it into aknot.

"Look," said Tony. "See? That's Chip Crockett. Y our
Daddy and | liked him when we werelittle. Like you
like Cookie Mongter."

Peter avoided his eyes, but when Tony turned back
to the computer the boy stepped forward, staring at
the monitor. "And that's Ogden Orff. Listen—"

Tony punched akey. Static; then,
"That's my boy—Ogden Orff!"
Peter moved closer.
"Wannahegr it again?'

Tony played the sound bite again; then drew up the
black-and-white image of Chip Crockett dressed as
Ogden Orff. "See? That's him? Ogden Orff. And
look—here's Captain Dingbat. And thisone, thisis
my favorite. Ooga Booga. |sn't he great? Check out
that schnozz, man—ever seeanose likethat? Hey,
you're blocking me!"

Peter stepped in front of him, hisface scant inches
from where the black-and-white image of a puppet
with bulbous nose and tiny hands filled the screen.

"Pretty cool, huh?"' asked Tony. Peter shook his
head and continued to stare. "Ooga Booga. Good ol

Ooga Booga."

Tony sghed, swiping the hair from hiseyes. "But
you know, we oughta go check out Mister Magoo.
Comeon, let meturnit off now."

He started to move the mouse, but as the screen
changed Peter shook his head again, and when the
screen went blank he made a sharp angry sound.

"Hey man, | know; but | promise, we can come back



later. Let's go watch TV now. Come on, it's Mister
Magoo—youll like him, he'slike Ooga Boogaonly he
moves."

Tony started for the living room. Peter remained
where hewas, gazing at the empty monitor.

"Comeon, Petie” Tony urged. "Let'sgo..."

At last Peter followed him. Tony put thetelevison on
and dumped onto the couch, remotein hand. Peter
sat on thefloor. Tony began flipping through the
gations until he found what he was looking for.

"Hey, great, it'sjust Sarting! Watch, Petie, you're
gonnalovethis shon—"

That was how Brendan found them when he got
home hours later. They were onto the Grinch by
then, the floor around them scattered with popcorn
and broken crackers.

"Tony. Peter." Brendan shut the door, shaking
moisture from his overcoat. "Man, it's getting cold
out. Hi, guys."

"Hey, Brenda Starr! You'rejust intime. Look, he's
geding the Chrigmastree!”

"Yeah, great. " Brendan rolled hiseyes. Helooked
back down at the handful of letters he'd just picked
up from the floor beneath the mail dot. "Here, you
got something.”

He handed Tony aletter and set hisown mail onthe
kitchen counter. Tony glanced at the envelope, then
shoved it into a pocket.

"Did he have anything to eat?"' asked Brendan. He
ran afinger along the counter top, frowning:
someone had spilled something there, flour it looked
like, or maybe sdt. "Beside what's on the floor?’

"Some peanut butter and apple and some milk. And
alot of popcorn.”

"All the mgjor food groups. Well, weve got frozen
pizzafor dinner." Brendan stepped back into the
living room and stood behind his son. "What do you
think, Peter?'Y ou like this Grinch guy?"



Peter shook his head dightly. On screen the Grinch
covered hisears againg the sound of villagers
caroling. Brendan crouched down to pick up bits of

popcorn.

"l do," hesaid. "l canredly reateto him. Y ou know
why? Because thereistoo much noise. Turniit
down, Tony."

Stll, after Peter wasin bed the rest of the evening
was quiet—too quiet for Tony, who wanted to watch
David Bowie and Bing Crosby singing "TheL.ittle
Drummer Boy" but was forbidden to by Brendan.

"For the next forty-eight hours, thisisa
Christmas-free zone," he announced, shooing Tony
from the couch and changing the channel to CNN.

"Forty-eight hours? Jesus, Christmasl| be over by
then!"

"Yougot it." Brendan stretched out on the couch
and yawned, then wrinkled his nose. "What's that
sndl?Pant?’

Tony shrugged. "Mmmm, yeah." He stood in the hall,
looking lost and disconsolate. His T-shirt was
gpattered with white powder, his hair pulled back ina
doppy ponytail. "1 told you, I'm working on
something. | just wanted to take abreak and

I,m._ll

"Forget it, Tony."
"BlJt—"
"Good night, Tony."

That night hisfather cameto him. At first Brendan
thought it was Peter, but as the sound of footsteps
grew clearer herecognized it unmistakably ashis
father'stread, that familiar pause ashe went into

the bathroom and after a minute or two returned to
the hdl, heading down towards Brendan's room.
Brendan waslying in bed, staring at the cailing
where the soft mingled lights from the tree fluttered
like blue and green and red moths. He couldn't wait,

how could anyone wait? Surdly it was morning now
L ?

And yes, of course it was, because hisfather's



shadow filled the doorway, just asit dways had.
Brendan started, then with acry sat up. Joy scalded
him, and amazement: because there he was, wearing
thered L.L. Bean nightshirt held gotten for
Christmas one year, its deevesworn and hem
frayed, hisbarelegs till muscular though the hair

on them was grey now. His face, however, was
young, theway it looked in old family pictures, the
way it looked in Brendan's mind—and that wasthe
other amazing thing, not just that hisfather should
be here, dive, but that he was young. Brendan
gasped with delight, redlizing anew what he had
forgotten snce the last time this had happened:

that people didn't redly die, or eveniif they did, you
could gtill bewith them again, it didn't matter that
they were dead after dll! Rdlief poured over him like
water and he shook himsdlf, feding the sheets
diding from hisarmsashetried to get to hisfest,

to cross the room and hug him. Because his father
saw him, too, it wasn' like it had been those last
two yearsin the nursing home, he saw Brendan and
recognized him and he was smiling, one hand
haf-raised in thefamiliar gregting that mimed
tossing abaseball, the other stretched out to his
on.

"Dad! Dad—"

But the words didn't come out. All the air had been
sucked from him, and al the light too—the room was
black again, or no, his eyes were closed, he could
gtill see those phantom lights pulsing behind his
eydids and somewhere behind them hisfather

stood, waiting, and all he had to do was open his
eyesand he could see him, he could legp from the
bed and in two steps he would be there, he would
seehimagan—

But his eyes would not open. When hetried to cry
out histhroat closed and he could only grunt,
horribly, thrashing at the bed and struggling to rise
while his hands sank down and the darkness
pressed upon hisface like adoor fdling on him. He
screamed then, and as the sound echoed around
him he opened his eyes and found himsalf Stting up
inbed. A narrow dab of light fell into the room
where the door was cracked, then disappeared asit

was flung open.

"Brendan?' Tony stood therein his boxer shorts,
hair awild nimbus around hisface. "'Y ou okay?'



Brendan shook his head, then nodded. When he
opened hismouth air rushed in tofill histhroat, and

he gasped.

"Jesus ... | had anightmare. Or—no—"

Heran his hands across hisface, feding how cold his
skinwas, and moist. "—just a—thisdream. But I'm
fine. Go—go back to bed. I'm sorry | woke you."

"l wasn't adeep.” Tony remained in the doorway, his
face creased with worry. "Y ou sure you're okay? |
thought someonewas, like, breskingin or
something.”

"No, redly, it wasjust adream. [—I'll just check
Peter. Go on—"

He stood shakily, the sheetsfdling to the floor
around him. Tony moved to let him get by, and as
he passed him Brendan paused, then put ahand on
his shoulder. "Hey. Tony. Sorry | wokeyou."

"No prob, man." Tony smiled. In the haf-light lesking
from the bathroom his raggedy features|ooked

gaunt, hishair more slver than grey; and for the

firgt time Brendan thought, he'sold. The notion

shook him amost as much asthe dream had. He
stood there for amoment, gazing &t his oldest

friend asthough trying to recdl hisname; and findly
smiled back.

"Yeah. Wdll, 'scuse me—"

"Hey, you know what today is?* Tony caled after him
softly. "Chrigmas Evel"

Brendan took a deep breath. "Y eah,” he said,
pausing to lean againgt the bathroom door. For an
ingtant spectrd lightsflickered around the perimeter
of hisvison, red and green and blue, the shadow of
atree. He drew a hand across his face and winced.
"Thanks. [—I remembered.”

The morning was cold and heavy with moisture, the



sky leaden and afew fineflakes dready biting
Brendan's cheeks as he hurried to work, hisfingers
numb where they curled around the handle of his
briefcase. Hed forgotten to wear gloves—refused to,
actudly, indulging in some absurd belief thet if he
didn't dress asthough it were winter, it wouldn't be.

But the day promised more miserable weather, more
deet and freezing rain, maybe even snow. Dave the
Grave and his cronies had gotten an early start on
the holiday, gathering on a corner opposite the
Library of Congress and bopping up and down
againgt the cold. Dave's wiry dog nosed at apile of
refuse soilling from atrash can, and Dave himsdlf
looked pale and rheumy-eyed, the filthy tweed jacket
hanging loosdly from his stooped shoulders. One of
hisfriends held him up as he waved a passersby.
Brendan saw him and started across the street,
Dave's cracked voicetrailing forlornly after him.

"Wheres Whoa Whoa? Whoa. ... ¢ mere, goddamit ..."

"Shut up, goddamit." Brendan hopped onto the
curb, glanced up and saw awell-dressed man
passing him with asuspiciouslook: he must have
spoken aoud. He glared back and the man hurried
on.

There was no onein his office when he arrived. He
let himsdlf in, trying to summon up some sense of
well-being a having the place to himsdlf. But
everything looked desolate and abandoned, the
computer monitors staring blankly from his partners
desks, Ashley'stiny Norfolk pine dropping ydlowing
needles onto thefloor, its branches drooping
beneath the weight of three miniature glassbals.
Brendan spent agood minute staring at it glumly,
before picking the tree up and depositing it in the
wastebasket. Then he set to work.

He'd made a point of scheduling back-to-back client
gppointmentsdl morning, sarting a nine. At just
past eight-thirty the phone began to ring with the
firg of the day's cancdllations.

"Brendan Keegan."
"Yes—hi, Mr. Keegan, thisis Paulette Y ates? | was

supposed to see you this morning? About a
persond injury suit?"



"Yes, MissYates." Brendan swiveled so that he could
gaze out the window, took in the Capitol's
scaffolding glazed black with snow and ice, and
immediately swiveled back to glance at his
appointment book. "Let's see—yes, that's at nine.”

"Wdll, you see, I—I haveto cancd?| forgot it was
Christmas Eve, and | haveto get the train to see my
parents, and—"

"Y ou're canceling the appointment.”

Nervousslence. Then, "Yes. I'mredly sorry, |
jlﬂ—"

"Would you like to reschedule now? Or, no, it'd be
better if you called next week, my secretary's out.”

Her voice brightened with relief. "Oh! Sure, sure—"

"Fine. And, um, Miss Y ates. you know | haveto
charge you for the missed gppointment.”

Ancther slence. "Y ou do? Even though | called?!

"Widll, you called at twenty-fiveto nine. | can't put
someone esein that dot now."

"But—how much?'
"The hourly rate, one twenty-five."

"One hundred—" He heard a brisk intake of breath,
and then a softer, muffled sound. "Oh, jesus.
That's, like—can't you—"

"I'm afraid | can't. Now, we can reschedul e after—"
Click.

He read the morning Post, rescued before Tony
could find it and spirit it away for whatever
knucklehead purpose he had. He made phone calls,
Setting up meetings and hearings for after the
holiday, responding politely to the Greetings of the
Season and Best Wishes For, dl carefully worded
these days and especidly in this place, make sure no
onefedsexcluded: Merry Christmas, Chanukah,
Kwaanza, Solgtice. In the background, laughter and
music, recordings announcing We Will Be Closed
Until; receptionists answering phoneswith



breathless voices, aready anticipating the
afternoon's office party, early rdlease, Midnight
Mass.

And aone of everyone he spoke to, Brendan felt
grounded, sober, adult; aready looking to next
year, anew year. Like someone on along
internationd flight, everyone around him fidgeting
restlessly while he dept, hiswatch aready set ahead
seven hours, hismind at peace, untrammeled by
excitement, and cold to the dlure of gratiswine,
chocolates, movies, smiling fellow passengers.

Three of his other gppointments canceled aswell;
two, actualy, with the other ano-show. Brendan
carefully noted dl thisin hisbook, copying the
information out for Ashley for billing purposes. He
researched a case that would be going to trid in
February—the thought comforted him, February a
nice no-nonsense month, nothing there to worry
about except for Vaentine's Day, and God knows
that had never been much of athrest.

At lunchtime he ventured out for asandwich. Big
wet flakes were fdling now, whitening black
overcoats and Timberland parkas but turning to
dush as soon as the flakes made contact with the
pavement. The takeout shop was crowded;
everyplace was crowded, nothing, seemingly, being
out of the running for consderation as alast-minute
Chrigmeas gift. Brendan waited impatiently whilethe
man behind the counter prepared cold-cut platters
and wrapped aroast beef sandwich in green butcher
paper with agold bow.

"I'll have one of those." Brendan pointed at the
sandwich. "Only without the wrapping paper.”

"That'll be about five minutes—I've got to get this
party platter over to Senator Easton's office—"

"Forget it." Brendan jabbed hisfinger at the glass
front of the counter. "Just give meaKaiser roll."

Theroll wastasteless. He ateit on hisway back to
the office, dodging Senate Saffers rushing for cabs
and giddy interns hugging each other goodbye on
their way to the airport. When he got back inside,
there was a message on the machine from Teri,
giving him her flight arriva time and reminding him
to come by with Peter the next morning at ten



o'clock for Christmas cheer.

"Cheer," Brendan repested, erasing the message.
"Cheer cheer cheer.”

The phone rang. He answered it, still shrugging out
of hiswet overcoat and shaking crumbs onto the
floor alongside dead Norfolk pine needles. "Brendan

Keagan."
"Brendan. Kevin."

"Kevin." Brendan hung up hiscoat, didinto his
chair. "How areyou."

"Well, I'm good. Been thinking about you. Seethe
gamethe other night?"

"Wasn't that something,” Brendan said, hisvoice
sounding like ahollow echo of his cousin's bluff
tone. He hadn't spoken to Kevin since Thanksgiving.
"What'sup?'

"Well, Eileen and | wanted to invite you and Peter
over thisevening. If you're not doing anything. The
girlswould loveto seeyou. Y ou could even stay
over if you want. We're going to Teri'stomorrow
and we could dl go together, if you fed likeit."

"Wall, thank you." Brendan cleared histhroat: why
did he and Kevin dways sound as though they were
trying to arrange a subpoena? "'l mean, that would
be nice, except that | don't know when you last
talked to Teri—she had to go out of town, and so
Peter'swith me until tomorrow morning, and | think
probably well just stick to our origina plans.”

"Peter'sthere with you right now?"

"No, no—he'sa home, with Tony." Brendan cleared
histhroat again and adjusted the contrast on his
monitor. "Asamatter of fact, | better get going—I
should get back early, make sure everything's okay."

"Oh." Kevin'svoice rose dightly. He paused, then
added, "Wdll, you know, Tony would be very
welcome, too. Eileen's got aton of food, there's
plenty of room—"

"Thanks, Kevin. But, you know, | have aclient
waiting. Well just see you tomorrow, okay?*



Hewaited along moment until Kevin findly replied.
"Sure. Sure, Brendan. Give Peter ahug, okay? Well
see you tomorrow. Merry Chrisgmas—"

"Right. Thanks, Kevin—"

He hung up. Around him the room was dim, the
windows ash-colored: held forgotten to turn the
lights back on. He didn't do so now; just hunched
closer to the computer screen, scrolling down alist
of dates and names as he punched hishome
number into the telephone. Tony answered just as
the answering machine kicked in, sounding out of
bresth.

"Tony? It'sme, Brendan. Everything okay?'

"Oh, hey, hi. Yeah, it'sokay, | guess. | don't know
what it is—yesterday he was great, but today he
doesn't want to et at all. He doesn't want to do
anything. | finaly just parked himin front of the TV,
he seemsto bedl right there."

Brendan fet conflicting emotions, abitterly gleeful |
told you so! and anxiety for hisson. "Well, he can
be ahandful. Areyou sureyouredl right?"

"No kidding he'sahandful. But | think we're okay ..."

There was no concomitant bitternessin Tony's
voice; only exhaustion. And suddenly Brendan
wondered what, exactly, he was doing herein his
office; what had he been thinking, leaving hischild at
home aone with astranger? What the hell was
wrong with Teri, taking off like thet at the last
minute, not even talking to him first? His concern
spiked to rage, thinking of Peter hungry, Peter
auffering, Peter—

"Brendan? | gotta go check on him—I'll seeyou
|ater, okay—7?"

And Tony was gone. Brendan started to call back, to
demand to know what was happening; but as quickly
asit had come hisanger disappeared. He drew a
long shuddering breath, replaced the phoneiniits
cradle. He should have stayed home today; he
should be there now. Even thinking of Teri and

trying to transfer thisgraniteload of guilt to her

didn't make Brendan fed any better.



"Ah, shit."

He switched his computer off, and for severa
minutes sat donein the dark. Snow and freezing
rain hissed againgt the window; now and then he
could fed thewalls shake aswind buffeted the
building. He had to go home, he should never have
left thismorning, how could he even have dreamed
of doing s0?

But the thought of returning there, of facing the
hours of tedium and cleaning up and fruitless
ingstent arguing with a child who never spoke—his
child, his son, aboy who would scream if Brendan
tried to look him in the eye, aboy who would only
bear hisfather's touch when he was adegp—the
thought of being with Peter in that desolate
gpartment on Chrisimas Evefilled him with such
despair that he moaned doud.

And, at last, stood and dressed to go home. What
else could he do? He could no more blame Peter for
his own grief than he could blame Teri. And of
course Peter did recognize him, he wept sometimes
when Brendan dropped him off at school, and when
he left the room after tucking him into bed at night;
he woke up some nights whimpering, and would only
go back to deep after Brendan spoke to him,
murmuring nonsense, snatches of haf-remember
nursery rhymes, thewordsto "Meet the Mets."

And of course Peter loved him, there was no doubt
about it, he was hisfather. Brendan tried not to
hear Teri saying that, or the therapist they'd seen;
tried to hear thewordsin hisown voiceinsde his
head; tried to imagine them coming from hisson....

But at that hisimagination balked, the thought of
Peter speaking made hisfather fed sck and dizzy
with hopelessness. It wastoo much like his dream;
too much likegiving in for afew moments, evenin
deep, to love and belief and hope. Y ou could not
sted yoursdf against disappointment and lossand
grief inthislife, if nothing € se Brendan knew thet;
but you could arm yourself againgt therest of it.

Y ou could arm yoursdlf againgt desire and hope, you
could be afucking fortressand never fall, never let a
single arrow through. And so asthe deet gave way
to snow and every radio in the city began to sound,
gently or noisly, itswelcome to theimminent fesst,



Brendan Keegan picked up his briefcase, locked the
door to his office, and began to trudge home.

It was amiserable walk. Just as Brendan had spent
the last few yearstrying to ignore the sgils of the
season, S0 he had attempted to ignore its weether,
refusing to invest in anything more winter-worthy
than his Brooks Brothers overcoat. No down parkas,
no Thinsulate-lined gloves, no sturdy L.L. Bean
boots with leather uppersto shield hisexpensve
wool trousersfrom the surging tide of dush and
curbstonefilth that inevitably caught up with him. In
this he was not done: much of the city'sworkforce,
save those hardy Congressiona underlingsfrom
placeslike Maine or Minnesota, continued to indulge
the hopeful but ultimately unsupportable notion that
they lived in a Southern city, with weather befitting
retirement communities dong the Gulf Coadt. In
redity D.C.'swesther could be as extreme asit was
unpredictable, afact now underscored for Brendan
by the sight of two laughing, red-cheeked young
women in Park Police mufti, making their way past
Eastern Market on cross-country skis. He shuddered
and tugged his collar up around his neck, averting
his eyes. It was harder to avoid the row of cut
evergreensleaning againgt the brick facade of the
Market itsdlf, or the plastic buckets full of fresh-cut
holly and box, the ropes of princess pine and balsam
and the ghostly clouds of mistletoe dangling from
0ak branches sawn from trees long Skyline Drive.
He skirted the line of greenery, stepping off the curb
into the street; but the fragrance of balsam and
boxwood dogged him, aong with the sound of
pleading children, the faint thrum of achurch organ
and an unsteady soprano struggling with "O Holy
Night."

"God damnit,” whispered Brendan through
chattering teeth. He spoke aloud, as much to drown
the music of theworld in hisears, asto protest the
cold. But it was so cold, and the expectant world
was 0 tightly wrapped around him that he kept it
up the whole way home, the mean rigorous chant
risng and faling as he scurried across streets and
past driveways packed with cars, kicking at
mysterious boxesthat had already disgorged their
secrets to garages and attics, jostling passers-by
who unwisgly wished him Merry or Happy, his head
down and eyes fixed on nothing but the grey
ice-scummed sidewak before him. "God damn, god
damn..."



Findly he reached the corner of Seventh and
Maryland. For along moment he stood there,
heedless of his neighbors hurrying past, and stared
at the defiantly barren windows of hisrowhouse
gpartment. There were no lights there; no spangled
promise of atree within; no fake plagtic candles, no
Menorahs or Kwaanza candles. No wreath on the
door; just ared paper flyer from the Capitol Hill
Food bank—

SORRY WE MISSED YOU! WE ARE STILL
ACCEPTING DONATIONS OF CANNED GOODS FOR
OUR HOLIDAY HUNGER DRIVE, PLEASE DROP OFF
AT—

Hetoreit down, crumpled it and tossed it onto the
seps behind him; then went ingde.

The apartment was sllent. All wascam, dl was
bright. Actually, dl was anincredible mess.

"Whét the—?"'

Brendan frowned, putting down his briefcase and
surveying theliving room. The TV wason:
scampering reindeer, an df. He switched it off,
turned to survey the gdaxy of spilled popcorn
sweeping from wall to wal, mingled with cracker
crumbs and an apple core, an empty juice box,
videotapes. There were shreds of newsprint
everywhere, atrail of applejuiceleading to the
kitchen, and smudges of white powder on the

carpet.

And where the fuck was Tony? Brendan could fed
the rage knotted insde him starting to uncoil, adow
serpent suddenly awakened. "Peter?’ he called.

IITG,V?I
"In here, dude—were in the bathroom—"

Brendan shook his head, then lowered himsdf into a
crouch. He dabbed afinger in the white stuff on the
floor, brought it to his mouth and hesitantly touched
ittohislips.

"Blech." He grimaced, standing. Well, at least it
wasn't cocaine. Or heroin. "Tony—7"

Hefound him in the bathroom leaning againgt the



tub in awhite-streeked RAW POWER T-shirt. Peter
sat on thetailet, pants around his ankles, nuzzling
his rubber duck and humming to himsdif.

"Hey, Brenda." Tony lifted hishead and amiled
weskly. For an instant Brendan thought he'd
gpologize for the mess, but no, hewas just tired.
"Jeez Louise, I'm glad to see you. We—"

"What the fuck isgoing on?' Brendan stared a him,
his eyestoo bright, his hands white and raw from
the deet outside.

"Huh?'

" 'Huh' nothing. What's this mess? The whole place
isagoddam mess—" He moved his hand, too
quickly, to point to the living room, and bashed it
into the door. "Ow—god damn it—"

"Hey, man—" Tony glanced uneasily at Peter, then at
Brendan. "Takeit easy, he's had kind of arough
day, like—"

"Ohyeah? Well, I've had kind of arough week. I've
had kind of arough fucking life—"

"Hey, whoa! C'mon, man, you're too loud, you'll
scarehim, Peggy sad—"

"The fuck what Peggy says. What isthis goddam
mess?'

He stepped forward and grabbed the shower rod.
His entire body shook. In his hand the plastic rod

bent, then snapped, and the curtain flopped down
around Tony's head.

"Whoa, man, who's making the mess now? Jeez,
Brendan! | wasjus—"

He smashed the curtain aside, grabbed for Tony's
shoulder; but before he could touch it Tony's hand
curled around his.

"Brendan,” said Tony, softly but urgently. Tony's
grip wastight, his hand bigger than Brendan'sand
his grasp, Brendan realized with asmal shock, far
stronger than hisown. "Cam down, man, I'll clean it
up! But hewouldn't eat anything, | tried dl day until
findly he, like, ate awhole gadlon of popcornand |



think he got astomach ache. That's what we're
deding with now."

Behind him, Brendan could hear alow nhhhh nhhhh
nhhhhh. Tony nodded, tipping his head toward
Peter; then gazed back at Brendan. His brown eyes
were not puzzled so much asthey were utterly
without comprehension. He stared down at
Brendan's hand, gripped in hisown like some
remnant of alife-sizetoy, and druptly letit fdl. He
shook hisheed. "Hey, man—it's Chrigmas.”

Brendan stared back at him; past him, a hisown
shadow on the shiny whitetiles of the shower gall.
By sometrick of the overhead light Tony's shadow
dwarfed his, but when Tony turned away Brendan's
shadow sprang back up, filling the empty space and
the corners of the celling. He swalowed, the ingde of
his mouth tasting sour and chaky, hislipsaching
and chapped from the cold. "Get out,” he said. It
hurt to talk, it hurt to say that but he turned,

bending to put his hand gently on Peter's shoulder
where he sat. " Get out.”

"But." Tony watched as hisfriend gazed down at his
son. Without looking at hisfather, the boy twisted,
trying to dip from Brendan's touch. After amoment
Brendan let go of him, and Peter began to cry. Tony
bit hislip, then turned away.

"Okay," hesad quietly.

"Thank you." Brendan remained standing above the
child. Like Tony's shadow moments before, his son
seemed to shrink. Brendan shivered, awave of
dizzinessflooding him; then steedied himsdlf by
grabbing the back of thetoilet. The dizziness
passed; his anger hardened, grew small and cold
and compact, a stone he swallowed, just one of
thousands. He blinked, fedling granitein hischest, a
deadening behind his eyes. His child was crying, and
he reached for him automatically but knowing he
would not give him comfort, could not, not ever.
Tony was gone, there was the sound of a door
closing and once more Brendan was helping Peter,
cleaning him and dressing him and waiting for the
boy to follow him from the bathroom back into the
kitchen. It was anight like any other, cold, dark,
deet dashing the windows and the curtains drawn
againgt what was outside, the gpartment silent, the
sounds of song and voices muffled by the steedy



dull pounding of hisheart. He cleaned the living
room; Peter stood and watched him from the sides
of hiseyesbut hisfather did not see him, did not
seem to know he was there. When he wasfinished
he dumped the dustpan full of grit and flour and
popcorn into the trash, then started on the kitchen,
wiping up spilled juice and more kernds and fishing
an unegten apple from beneath the table. He
graightened, hishair sill damp and unkempt from
thewak home, and gazed acrossthe room at the
child leaning againg thewall: hisfist curled againgt
his cheek, the yellow rubber duck with its gnawed
head resting againg his chin.

"Peter,” he said. A moment; the boy shook his head,
once, hisgaze oblique, fixed on atendril of dust
hanging from the sde of the refrigerator. "Peter. I'm
sorry. I'm sorry, Peter...."

No reply.

He put him to bed. There was no fight over changing
his clothes, because Brendan didn't change them;
just did the purple socks from his son'sfeet and
pulled the blankets over him. Peter kicked them off.
Brendan pulled them up again, but when the boy
began to thrash he moved aside, |etting the blankets
fdl to thefloor.

"Youll becold,” he said. His eyes stung. He reached
and turned off the smd| bedside lamp, Hickory
Dickory Dock, and closed his eyes, waiting for the
tears to pass. When he opened them he saw the
amdl rigid figure of hisson, lying on hisback with
his head dightly turned away. He was Saring at the
ceiling, moving the rubber duck back and forth
acrosshislips. "Goodnight, Peter,” Brendan
whispered. He leaned down and kissed his son's
forehead, let hishand light upon the child's cheek,
cool and smooth as a pillowcase. "Goodnight."

He started for bed, but in the hallway he paused,
listening. He could hear afaint ringing music, and at
firgt thought aradio had been left on somewhere.
Then he noticed the thread of light benesth Tony's
closed door. He had not | &ft, after all. Brendan took
the few steps towards the door, stopped. The music
continued, still faint but loud enough that he could
make out the chiming chords, sweet and familiar as
church bdlls, and the low, dmost whispered sound
of Tony singing, hisnasa voice hoarser now but il



that voice you would never mistake for any another,
dill thet song—

| know that you remember
How we made our mark
Ohwe had agreat time
Down at Tibbets Park ...

Brendan blinked. He remembered the first time he'd
heard it, not a the Maronis legendary first show at
the Coventry in Queens but years earlier when they
weredl ill kids, him and Tony and Kevin, practicing
in Brendan's basement. Held had alittle snare drum
s, bright red with that weird metdlic finish, and
Kevin had some chegp Sears guitar. Only Tony had a
red insrument, aMosrite that he could barely hold,
let done play. The guitar was agoing-away present
from his older cousin; the going-away part had been
to Viet Nam, and the cousin had not come back.
Tony had saved up and bought asmall amp, and
held stuck knitting needlesinto the front of it, so
that it would sound like afuzztone. Hed made up
the song one winter afternoon when they'd adl been
gtting around watching The Three Stooges and
Officer Joe Bolton, trying to learn the chordsto
"Pleasant Valey Sunday" during the commercids.
Finaly Tony leaned over and kicked at thelittle
Kenmore Lift N'Play Record Player, sending the
Monkees 45 flying, and started to Sing.

Hey hey, whoawhoawhoa
Gonnatell you now

Where | wannago

Running with my friends
Paying in the dark
Gonnahave agood time
Down in Tibbets Park!

"That's retarded,” Kevin shouted over the din of
Tony'sMogrite. "That's the stupidest song | ever—"

It had ended in a scuffle, as usud, Brendan breaking



things up even though he secretly agreed with
Kevin. But now ...

Now it made him cry. Without asound, one hand
pressed againgt the wall with such forcethat his
wrist grew numb but he just stood there, listening.
The song ran on and the darkness grew complete,
he could see nothing before him but a blurred tunnel
and, very far away, agauzy gleam of red and green.
The joke had dways been that Tony knew only three
chords but he had them down straight; yet now
when hefinished the one song he began ancother.
Strumming the dow somber chords, hisvoice
cracking as he sumbled over the words even as
Brendan struggled to recdl the song's name.

Lully, lulla thoulittletiny child,
By by, lully lullay.

How may we do

For to preserve this day
Thispoor youngling

For whom we do sing,

By by, lully lullay?

"Ah, shit," Brendan whispered. The "Coventry Caral”

He drew hishandsto hisface. They had learned it in
third grade, for Midnight Mass at Sacred Heart. Now
Tony was gtill trying to sing the boy soprano's part,
his fa setto breaking into awan croak at the chorus.
Herod theking,

Inhisraging

Charged he hath thisday

Hismen of might

Inhisown sght

All young childrento day.

That woeisme,



Poor child for thee

And ever mourn and may

For thy parting

Neither say nor Sng

By by, lully lullay ...

He could not bear it. He fled down the hdl, knocking
over asdetable and stumbling into his bedroom.
The door dammed shut behind him. Thelightswere
aready off. He yanked down the shades, shoving
them againgt the window so that no light would get

in and then turning to fling himsdlf onto hisbed. He
groaned, kicking his shoes off and throwing his suit
jacket onto the floor, burrowed under the covers
and pressed his hands againgt his ears the way he
did during airplane takeoff, trying to drown out the
roar of engines, theimplicit threet in any flight. Still
the phantom lights pulsed behind hiseydlids. A
child's hand moved monotonoudy back and forth,
back and forth, tracing the pattern of a solitary
dance upon hislips. And aboy's high clear voice
lifted, impossibly sweet and far away, welcoming the
fird arrivalsto Midnight Mass.

Hewoke, hours later it seemed. It wasaminute
before he remembered where he was—the shock of
being in his own bed with his clothes on but sober,
no remnant of ahangover. It was dark; he recalled
that it was Christmas Eve. With asubdued sort of
dread heredlized that it might even be Christmas
Day. For some minutes helay there, gazing blankly
at the calling. Now and then he wondered if he
actualy was staring at the celling—it was so dark,
the room devoid of anything that might ddlineate
between the abyss behind his eyes and that which
awaited him when herose.

Which, at last, hedid. Hislimbsfdt heavy; hisarms,
when he sat up and rested them at the edge of the
mattress, seemed swollen and cold to the point of
numbness. But he had to get up: the thought of

lying in bed suddenly filled him with an unease that
was close to horror. Becauseif hewas at last ableto
fed nothing, even on this night—especidly on this
night—he might aswell be dead, he knew that. He
might indeed be dead, and unaware. It wasthis



awful thought, unbidden by the customary sirens of
alcohol and rage, that spurred him to hisfeet, and
out into the hall.

Immediately hefelt better. The gpartment was
empty and mundane as ever: no lesking ceiling, no
damp footprints on the bare wood floor, no disorder
in thefew photographs of himsdlf and Peter and Teri
in happier days hanging on thewall. Hewalked
dowly, with each step feding himself grow stronger
and morefully awake. He must have had a
nightmare, though he could not remember it, and
very purposefully he made no effort to. He stopped
and peeked into Peter's room. His son was on his
side, sound adeep, his mouth parted and hand
cupped before hisface. His hand was empty. The
beloved yellow duck lay on the floor beneath.
Brendan walked in sllently and picked it up, placed it
gently back into the child's grasp. Peter's fingers
curled around it and he sighed, deeply; then
breathed as before. Brendan stiffened, fegling

stones shift within his chest: he had bought no
presents for his son thisyear, not one. Cruel
reassurance sprang up immediatel y—Peter would not
notice, he never had—and before grief or sadness
could claw at him Brendan hurried back into the hdll,
closing the door behind him.

The door to Tony's room was shut, too. There was
no light showing benegth it, and for amoment
Brendan thought of looking inside, to check on his
friend. Then he thought of what he might see. What
if Tony actually did deepin hisleather jacket? Or
worse, inaMaronis T-shirt?

Instead he felt hisway through the dim hdl to the
kitchen. Hewas fumbling for the light switch when
he naticed the blinking light on the answering
machine. He touched it and played back asingle
message, from Teri. She had arrived safely though
her flight wasfour hourslate, she was completely
exhausted, she was going right to bed, she'd see
them in themorning. | love you Peter. Merry
Chrigmas.

"| forgot to tell you, she caled.”
Brendan started, cracking his head on a cabinet.

"Ouch! Jesus Christ, you scared me!l” Herubbed his
head, wincing. "Tony? Where the hdl are you?'



"Sorry, man. Actualy, you were here when she
caled, but | guess you were adeep, or something ..."

Tony'svoicetrailed off awkwardly. Blinking, Brendan
made hisway warily through the kitchen, until he
could just make out Tony's lanky form on the edge

of the couch. The glowing numerals on the kitchen
clock showed 12:17. In the darkened living room the
TV wason, its screen empty of anything but hissing
grey satic. Tony had his hands on hisknees,

angular shoulders hunched as he gazed at the
televison. He didn't look up when Brendan camein
to stand next to him.

"Tony?What are you doing?'

Tony continued to stare a the screen. Findly: "Just
checking to seewhat'son," he said.

Brendan glanced from the TV to hisfriend,
wondering if thiswere ajoke. Tony's expresson was
intent, amost fierce: gpparently not. "Tony. You
know what? It doesn't look like anything ison.”

Tony nodded. He turned to gaze up at Brendan. "l
know." He smiled sadly, then did over on the couch,
paiting the cushion besde him. "Cmoninand st a

spell, pardner.”

Brendan did. There were bits of popcorn on the
sofa; he brushed them aside, leaning back and
sghing. Tony continued to Stare a the screen. After
amoment he reached over, absently picked up a
handful of the popcorn and aeit. "What timeisit?"

"Midnight. A little pagt.”

"Huh." Tony sat quietly for awhilelonger. Findly,
"Wel, Merry Chrisgmas," he said.

Brendan hesitated. Then, "Merry Christmas, Tony."
Tony nodded but said nothing. Brendan squinted,
garing a the televison and trying to determineif he
was missing something. "Do you want meto, like,
changethe channd ?'

"No. Wdll, not yet."

Brendan waited. He thought of calling Teri, weighing
up the peril of waking her againgt the notion of his



sincerdly gpologizing for—well, everything. I'm sorry
I'm such an asshole, sorry | was such abad
husband, lousy father, shitty lawyer, mean
middle-aged baby boom critter who sneers at street
people and doesn't recycle. I'm not making any
promises. I'mjust sorry. That'sall.

“Tony?
"Mmm?'

"I'msorry.”

"Huh?' Tony turned, sartled. "What?'

"For being such an asshole. I'm sorry. For
everything."

"Well, jeez. It'sokay." Tony shrugged. "Hey, you
weren't such an asshole. | mean, not aways, a
leedt.”

Brendan looked at him hopefully. "What do you
mean, not dways?'

"Wdll, like, not for the entire last twenty years.”
Tony turned away again, brow furrowed as he stared
at the hissing set. Suddenly herelaxed, al thelines
of hisface smoothing ashe let his breath out.
"There" he said softly. "L ook."

Brendan |ooked. On the television there was atest
pattern, something he hadn't seen for twenty years,
at least. Black-and-white and grey, the familiar
bull's-eye pattern with large black numerals counting
downinthemiddle.

-10-

"Hey," he sad, pointing.

-0-

-8-

"—that'sredly weird, it'satest—"

-3-

-2-



-1-

The screen cleared. Ingtead of the ancient Atomic
EraMondrian of numbers and circles, there was now
afireplace. A big fireplace, black-and-white and filled
with black-and-white flames, holding a heap of
crackling black-and-white logs with white glowing
embers beneath. Superimposed on it wasacircle
with the letters WPIX-NY C written inside.

"Whoa," whispered Brendan in awe. "It'sthe Yule
Log."

Tony could only nod. His eyes were huge and round,
his open mouth another cartoon O. The crackling of
thelogsfaded in and out of the crackling of the TV.
Brendan's mouth hung open, too, but before he
could say anything aman's voice echoed from the
screen.

"Broadcasting from Gracie Mansion, home of the
Mayor of New Y ork City, where we are bringing you
our viewersthe Chrismas Yule Log."

Aningant of slence. Then music swdled tofill the
room. The 1,001 Strings, "The First Nodl." Tony and
Brendan turned to each, gaping; and began to

laugh.

"Itisthe YuleLog!" Tony'shair whirled around his
face as he bounced up and down on the couch. "And
ligen!"

"TheFirst Nod" segued into "Jingle Bell Rock." The
fire crackled, the music swelled; a section of theyule
log broke and fell onto the hearth. The screen went
dightly jerky, and there was the same log—but
unbroken now, the tape loop had begun again—till
burning merrily in black-and-white.

"—that's the Jackie Gleason Orchestral”

They listened, to the Caral of the Bellsand the
Vienna Choir Boys, the Hollywood Strings and Guy
Lombardo. All that soupy stuff you never heard
anymore, except as ajoke, maybe, or archived on
some ToonTown Web site. The tape loop of theyule
log played and replayed, interrupted now and then
by the same ponderous announcement.



"From GracieMansion ...."

Brendan felt as though he were dreaming; knew at
least once that he was dreaming, because he woke,
not with astart but with eyes opening dowly,
degpily, to monochrome flames and the back of
Tony's leather jacket, Tony's hair the same
slver-grey asthe screen, his cracked marionette's
face dlhouetted againg thelittle bright rectanglein
the front of the room.

Then, abruptly, there was silence. Thetelevision
went black, scribbled with afew white lines. Brendan
sat up and frowned. "What's the matter? It's over?’

"Shhh," hissed Tony. A moment when they were
both balanced at the edge of the sofa, staring
intently a an empty screen.

And suddenly it went white; then grey; then white
agan. The grainy photographed image of aman's
face appeared, his eyes wide and surprised, his
mouth aperfect circle. A Santa Claus hat was
superimposed on his head. As Brendan stared, black
letters danced across the screen and the first bars

of peppy music sounded.
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"Holy shit," whispered Brendan. He didn't even fed
Tony'shand clutching & his. "It'son.”

The words faded. The screen showed asmall
black-and-white stage, made up to look like a
bedroom. A potato-nosed puppet in along white
nightshirt and nightcap stood in front of an open
cardboard window, papier-méché hands clasping a
rock.

"Merry Chrisimas, Merry Christmas, hahahal" the
puppet shouted, and flung the rock out. Silence;
then the crash of broken glass and a scream.
"Humbug!" shouted the puppet glefully. 1t bopped
across the stage, picking up more rocks and
throwing them.

"It's Ooga Boogal" cried Brendan.
"ScroogaBooga,” said Tony. "Shhh ..."
Brendan started to shhh him back, but a sound

distracted him. He turned and saw Peter standing in
the doorway, saring at the TV.



"Oh, jeez—poor Peter. We woke you—" Brendan
stood, without thinking swept over and scooped up
the boy. "Shoot, I'm sorry. But it's okay, honey,
come on, comein and watch withus ..."

For once Peter didn't fight; only gazed at the screen.
When hisfather sat back down on the couch the
boy did from hisgrasp to the floor, scooching afew
inches away and then sitting bolt upright, watching.

"See?" exclamed Brendan as the puppet tossed a
fina rock onto an unseen passer-by. "See? There's
Ooga Booga, see? Ooga Booga. He'sarea grouch.
Just like your dad.” He glanced over at Tony. "Fuckin'
A," hesad, and laughed.

"Shhh!" ssid Tony. "Watch.”

They watched, Tony and Brendan leaning so far over
it was awonder they didn't plummet, face-firg, like
one of the puppets onto the floor. Peter sat at their
feet, dlent, now and then shaking his head and
looking sideways, the yellow rubber duck pressed
againg his chin. Onscreen the old old story played
out with afew additions—Ratnik in therole of
Chrigtmas Past, and of course, Chip himself doing
Ogden Orff as Bob Crockett. Brendan whooped,
grabbing Tony's knee and punching his shoul der,
laughing so hard his eyes burned and histhroat

hurt. Ogden Orff decorated atree with cake frosting.
Officer Joe Bolton made a surprise cameo
appearance as Jacob Marley and Scrooga Booga hit
him in the head with aflashlight. Therewere
commerciasfor Bosco and Hostess Cream-Filled
Cupcakes. Captain Dingbat appeared as the Ghost
of Chrisgmas Y et to Come, accompanied by achorus
of dancing, chanting finger-puppets.

Don't beameanie,
Show usyour bikini!

And at theend, dl of them were onstage together,
miraculoudy—Ratnik and Ooga Booga and the other
puppets, Ogden Orff breaking character to become
Chip Crockett laughing over someinvisble
technician's backstage antics, aboom mike hovering
over Chip'shead and fake snow faling, first intiny
flakes, then in handfuls and findly in huge clumps,
until the entire soundstage was adrift withit.



"Merry Christmas!" shouted Chip Crockett, asthe
closng music began to play. "Merry Christmas, and
God help us, everyone!”

Brendan and Tony roared. Peter bounced up and
down. When the screen went black he began to cry.

"Oh honey, don't cry, don't cry—it's okay, Peter,
look, there'sthe Yule Log—"

Brendan pointed, bending down to take Peter's
shoulders and gently pulling him round to see. "It's
okay. It's—it will beon again," he said, then
swallowed. Helooked over a Tony, who was
watching him. Tony shrugged, gazed down at the
floor andthenat the TV.

"Yeah. Wdl, maybe," he said. For amoment he
looked immessurably sad. Then he hunched his
shoulders, hisleather jacket dipping forward alittle,
and smiled. "But hey. We got to seeit. Right?|
mean, it was on.”

Brendan nodded. "It wason," he said. He smiled,
bent forward until hisface wasinches above his
son's head. He shut his eyes, moved hismouthina
dlent kissand felt the brush of Peter'shair againgt
hislips. "It was great.”

"And it even lasted more than three minutes!" said
Tony.

Brendan fdt his heart lurch. He shut hiseyes, feding
the fire burning there, black-and-white; opened
them and saw the room again, his son's yellow duck,
the soft auburn cloud of hiscurls, Tony'sgrey hair
and theragged black cuff of hisjacket. Onscreen a
yulelog crackled. "That'sright,” he whispered
hoarsely, and reached to touch hisfriend's hand. "It
even lasted more than three minutes.”

He had no ideawhen hefdl adeep. When they dl fell
adeep, Brendan and Tony on the couch, Peter curled
onthefloor at hisfather'sfeet. But when hefindly
woke the sun was shining, the windows dick and
brilliant with frost flowers and ice, the floor speckled
with bits of popcorn held missed the night before.

He moved dowly, groaning. Besde him Tony lay
dumped and snoring softly, hismouth gar and a



strand of hair caught on hislower lip. In front of
themthe TV was on, Regisand Kathie Lee wearing
red hats and laughing. Brendan reached over and
switched it off. On the floor Peter stirred, sat up and
looked around, surprised; then began to whine
wordlesdy.

"All right, hang on aminute. What timeisit? Oh,
jeez—"

Brendan turned and shook Tony. "Tony, hey
Tony—we got to get up. If you want to goto Teri's
with us, we haveto go, it's past nine."

"Go?' Tony blinked and sat up, stretched, moaning.
"Aw, man, it'sso early.”

"Wedl, it's Chrigmas. And it's nine-fifteen, soit's
late. Teri'sgoing to kill me, come on come on come
on..."

He unearthed Peter's knapsack, tore through it until
he found a red-and-green sweater and bright red
corduroy pants. Peter'swhining turned to shrieks
when hisfather started dressing him, but Brendan
only shook his head and pulled off the boy's T-shirt
and pants, pulled on the clean clothes and then
started on the socks and shoes. Tony stumbled
past, rubbing his eyes, and disappeared into his
room. A few minutes later he regppeared, hair
dishevelled and a bulky plastic bag tucked under one
am.

"Aren't you going to change?' asked Brendan,
yanking on one of Peter's sneakers.

Tony frowned. "'l did change." He pulled open the
front of hisleather jacket to display ablack t-shirt
and faded black jeans. " See?"

"Right. Well, do me afavor, St with him for aminute
s0 | can get changed.”

"Sure, man. Cmere, Petie. Did you like watching Chip
Crockett? Y eah, he was pretty good, huh! Did you
see Ooga Booga? Huh? Good ol' OogaBooga ..."

Brendan dressed quickly. He shaved, forgoing a
shower, then raced back into the kitchen. For a
moment he stood gazing longingly & the coffee

machine, but finaly turned, gathered up hiskeys



and overcoat, and headed for the door.

"Grab his coat, will you, Tony?'Y ou don't need to
put it on him, just bring it, and his knagpsack and
that other stuff—"

Tony got Peter'sthings, and Brendan got Peter.
"Merry Chrisimas, Merry Christmas,”" Brendan said,
hurrying outside and holding the door for Tony.
"Cmon, put agpinonit, Tony!"

"Congdder it spun, man,” Tony yelled. He jumped
down the steps to the sdewalk. " Ooof & 3133;"

They headed for the car, Peter digging hishedsinto
the sdewak and starting to cry, Brendan pulling him
after him. "Were going to see Mommy," he said
desperatdy, asafamily intheir Y uletide best hurried
past him, on the way to church. "Come on, Peter,
well belae—"

At last they were dl in the car. Peter was strapped
safely in his carseat, Tony was hanging out his open
window, waving.

"Merry Chrismad" he cdled as another family
walked past. The parents smiled and waved back,
the children shouted Merry Chrigmeas. "That'sa
beautiful coat, maam, Santabring you that?"

The woman laughed and did alittle pirouette on the
sdewak, showing off abright red duster. ™Y ou bet!"
shecried.

"Get your aamin, Tony, beforeit gets cut off,” yelled
Brendan as the engine roared. He backed up and did
anillegd U-turn, and started for Teri's house.

"Hey, look at Dave the Gravel" Tony waved furioudy.
"Dave, my man! Nicelid!"

On his park bench, Dave the Grave sat with abottle
in hislap. Asthey drove by he doffed a
green-and-red-checked fedora. "Whoa Whoa!" he
cried. Hisdog yelped and jumped onto hislap, and
Dave pushed him down again. "Murr' Curssmuss,
mrr' crussmuss—!"

Brendan smiled in spite of himsdlf. The sunwasso
bright hiseyes hurt, and he drove alittle too fast,
running ared light. He no longer felt like apologizing



to Teri—that would just scare her, probably—~but he
felt quiet, dmost peaceful. Well, not peaceful, redly,
but resigned, and somehow satisfied. It wouldn't

last, he knew that. Terrible things would happen and
just plain bad ones, and most of al the relentless
downward toboggan run of hisown lifeasa
just-good-enough father and barely tolerable
ex-husband. But for now at |east the sun was

shining and the road crews had somehow managed
not to totally screw up holiday traffic. His
developmentaly chalenged child wasin the backsest,
chewing on ayellow rubber duck, and his oldest
friend, thevillageidiot, was|eaning out the window
and gtartling churchgoers asthey passed the

Nationa Cathedrd.

And, somehow, thiswas al okay. Somehow it wasdl
good, or at least good enough. Later he knew it
would be different; but for now it was enough.

They arrived a Teri'shouse alittle after ten. Kevin
and Eileen'sred Range Rover was parked in the
driveway, and acar Kevin didn't recognize, an
ancient VVolvo sedan with arusting undercarriage
held together by virtue of about thirty-five different
liberad Wiccan feminist No Nukes bumper stickers.

"Whose car isthat?" asked Tony.

"I have noidea" Brendan pulled in behind it, crosdy,
because now the end of his car was sticking out into
the cul-de-sac. "But maybe as a Christmas present
you can teach them how to park.”

He got out, and there on the doorstep was Teri,
pale, her eyes shadowed, but smiling in ashort black
dresswith the crimson cloisonne necklace heldd given
her their first Christmas together.

"Peter!" she cried, and ran to greet them. "Brendan,
hi, hi. Tony. Merry Chrismead!”

Brendan hugged her stiffly, drew back and smiled.
"Merry Christmas, Teri." Heturned and helped her
open the back door of the car. "Here's your
present—"

Hereached in for Peter. Teri waited until Brendan set
the boy on the driveway, then stooped to hug him.
"Peter! | missed you!" She looked up at Brendan and
smiled again. "It'sjust what | wanted.”



Peter dipped from her grasp and ran up the driveto
the house. Brendan looked after him and saw Kevin
and Eileen in the doorway, beside the twinsin their
Diane Arbus Chrissmas dresses. "Hi," he said, and
waved.

"Merry Christmas!" shouted Tony. He reached back
inthe car for hisplastic bag. "Hiya, goild"

On the steps, the twins separated to |et Peter pass.
Another face appeared above theirs, masses of
chestnut hair spilling from benesth along green ki
het. "Hi, guyd"

"Peggy?' Tony gaped, then whirled towards Teri.

"| called Peggy to check on things after you picked
Peter up Tuesday," she explained, smiling. "And she
said shewasn't doing anything. So | got al the
Chrigtmas orphans.” She glanced at Brendan. "That
okay with you?"

Brendan shrugged. "Sure. Wdll, it'll be avery Maroni
Christmas, | guess, huh Tony?"

But Tony was dready loping towards the house,

"Brendan. Comeonin,” said Teri. She stared at the
snow-glazed lawn, then looked up a him. "Thanks
for dropping him off."

"Oh. Wéll, | thought I'd Say," Brendan said
awkwardly. "Just for alittlewhile. If you don't mind."

Teri continued to Stare a the grass, finally nodded.
"Sure. Sure, of course.” She smiled. "That would be
really good for Peter. For everyone, | think.”

They walked insde. Eileen greeted Brendan &t the
door, enveloping him in yards of velvet and lace and
perfume and hugging him asthough it were her
house. "Brendan! And you brought Tony!"

"Oh wdll, you know. Wouldn't be Christmas without
Tony Maroni.”

He smiled; hisface was sarting to hurt from smiling.
Beside Eileen, Kevin stood in atweed suit and tie
with ablinking Rudolph onit. He was clagpping Tony
on the back.



"Get adamn tie, Tony, don't you own atie?' he
bellowed, then flopped hisown tiein Brendan's face.
"Merry Christmas, cuz! Check out the eggnog—"

"Eggbesters,” said Eileen, nodding. "Totaly fat-tree
and no cholesterol, Eggbeaters, Olestra, sugar
substitute—"

Kevin made aretching sound. Brendan laughed. He
stepped into the room, shading hiseyesashe
looked for Peter. He sighted him off by himsalf near
the TV. It was on but the sound had been turned
off. Peter stared at it, puzzled, then dapped the
screen gently with hispam.

"The place looksnice, Teri," Brendan said as Teri
passed him, heading for their son.

"Thanks." She stopped and pointed to the small
artificid tree by awindow. Dark green, its branches
dightly furred to ressmble, very flegtingly, red
evergreens. A handful of green plagtic Chrigmas
balls hung from its branches, and therewas an
enormous pile of presents beneath. "Peggy said
maybe we might try atree again. A little one. And of
course | got him too much stuff.”

She sghed, then bit her lip, watching Peter ashe
once again pressed hishand againgt the mute TV
screen. "Do you think hell be okay with it?!

"He doesn't seem to have noticed.”
"So maybe that's good?’
llemn

They joined the othersin the living room. Thetwins
darted between grownups, sharing details of
presents dready received and glancing around
hopefully for new ones. Brendan sampled Eileen's

ersatz eggnog.

"Isthat good?' asked Peggy. She waswearing a

long shapeless wool dress, wooden clogsand avery
large button that was rusting around the edges. The
button had an old black-and-white picture of Tony's
face onit, and the wordsHOORAY HELLO WHOA
WHOA WHOA!



"No," said Brendan. He discreetly put hiscup ona
table and turned back to her. "Wow. A red Tony
Maroni button,” he said, tracing its edges with a
finger. "That's, like, agenuine antique.”

Behind her Tony appeared, Hill holding hisplastic
bag and balancing two crysta cups brimming with
€ggnog.

"Here, try this, it'sgreat,” he said, handing oneto
Peggy. "'l don't know how Eileen doesit.”

"Jet fudl," whigpered Kevin as he passed them on
the way to the kitchen.

"Well, Peggy." Brendan cleared histhroat and looked
a Tony. He had an arm draped around Peggy's
shoulder, and hislong grey hair was wisping into her
face. "l guesswell have to have you over soon. So
you can check out Tony's pad.”

Tony shook hishead. "Hey, no." He smiled a Peggy,
then looked gpologeticdly at Brendan. ", like, totaly
forgot to tdl you—"

He shifted, careful to keep hisarm around Peggy,
careful not to lose the plastic bag till in hishand;
and in acomplicated manuever dug into his back
pocket. "l got this. That letter you gave methe
other day?'

He held a crumpled envelope up for Brendan and
Peggy to see. Thereturn address was from alaw
firmin Century City. "From, like, thisattorney. A guy
Marty hired?" Tony paused, bresthing dightly fast,
then went on. "They settled. We settled. Out of
court.”

Brendan looked a him blankly. "Y ou what?*

"The law suit. Our catdog, al thoseroyalties. Were
getting a settlement.”

"You'rekidding!" Peggy turned to stare up a him.
"V U

"Yeah, redly." Tony looked at Brendan and
shrugged, then grinned. "Amazing, huh?'

Brendan just stared at him. Findly hesaid, "That's
incredible. | mean, that'sfantastic. Tony!"



He grabbed him by the front of hisleather jacket
and pulled him forward, until their heads cracked
together. "Ow!" yelped Tony.

"How much, what'd they give you—?"

"A ton. | mean, there's Dickie's ex, she'sgot his
kids, and the other guys who're left, but—"

Tony looked down at Peggy. "l can definitely get my
own place." He garted to laugh. "I can get thirteen
plages—"

"Tony! Omigod, that'sincredible, that's just so
incredible—"

Peggy hugged him, and Brendan turned away. Inthe
kitchen, Eileen was helping Teri get things out of the
refrigerator. Kevin and the twinswere lugging
shopping bagsfull of presentsfrom the foyer into
the living room. Peter was ill standing by the silent
television, frowning, hishands at hissdes.

"Peter?'

Brendan started towards him, then thought better

of it. Peter was being quiet. Thiswas Teri's house.
Instead, Brendan turned and walked dowly over to
the artificial Chrigmastree. It smelled strongly of
pine car deodorizer. He reached out to touch one of
the plastic ornaments; then craned his neck and
squinted, peering into the heart of thetree. There
was no magic there, no hand-carved Santas or
meticuloudy hidden lights; only nest rows of
microfiber brancheslike dark-green spokes, risng to
apoint.

"Sometree," he murmured. Suddenly he felt
exhausted. His head ached; he thought of
everything that had happened last night, and how
he hadn't gotten much deep. No matter how you
factored it dl in, hewastired.

And sad. Behind him he could hear thetwins
giggling, the crumple of paper and Kevin scolding
one of them.

"Not yet! And anyhow, those aren't for you, those
arefor Peter --"



"Peter!” Tony's voice cut through the chatter; as
from agreat distance Brendan could hear him
stomping across the room. "Peter, | dmost forgot, |
brought you something. Look, Uncle Tony brought
you apresent ..."

Brendan sighed and drew a hand over his eyes.
Therewasarustling, the girls voices squeding;
then sudden quiet.

"What isit?' said Cara

Brendan took the end of one of the tree's branches
and pinched it. Thewhole thing started to pitch
towards him and helet go, so that it settled softly
back in place. He was dimly aware that the room
behind him was till slent. Then:

"Tony." Eileen'svoice cracked. "What—whered you
et it?"

"I madeit."
"Y ou medeit?'
"Sure. | mean, yeah ..."

At Brendan's feet something crunched. He looked
down and saw the corner of a present that held
stepped on. He closed his eyes, histhroat tight. He
hadn't gotten Peter anything, anything at dl ...

"Deh.”

One of the girlstouched his elbow. He flinched, took
adeep breath and tried to compose himsdlf. "Yeah,"
he whispered hoarsaly. "Yes, I'll beright there—"

"Deh ..." Thetouch cameagain, inggently. "Deh.
%ll

Brendan looked down. A bulbous-faced puppet
stared back up at him, black button eyes and
enormous nosg, little cloth arms capped by hands
like cruddly sewn mittens. Its face was uneven,
bumps and ridges where the papier-méché had
refused to smooth out, spots where the paint had
globbed together and dried unevenly.

"Deh," the voice came again. A low voice, hoarse, as
the puppet nudged his chest. "Deh—"



It was Peter.
"Deh," hesad.

Brendan stared at him, the boy's pale blue eyes
gazing at hisfather from behind the puppet's head,
for just afraction of asecond. Then Peter looked
away again, back at the puppet in hishand.

"Ssss? Oog buh." The puppet thrust upward into
Brendan'sface, so close that he could sméll it, flour
and newsprint, temperapaint. "Deh," the boy said,
impatiently. "Oog buh!"

"Peter?' Brendan dropped to hisknees, hishands
shaking, his head; dl of him. He stared past the
puppet at the boy who hdld it. " Peter?"

In the room behind him Eileen gasped. Thetwins
squeded, Kevin made alow sound.

"Peter?’ cried Teri. "Did he—?"
"Peter," said Brendan. "Oh, Peter."

The boy glanced away, smiling faintly, and bopped
him with the puppet.

"Oog buh," he said again. "Sss, Deh? Sss?'
"Yes," sad Brendan. "Oh yes."

He amiled. Through histears he saw them dl above
him, framed by bits of green plastic greenery and

the flickering outline of the TV screen, Teri and Kevin
and Eileen and thetwinsin their hdos of lace, Peggy
with her hands pressed against her head and beside
her Tony, grinning and nodding, the plagtic bag and
torn wrapping paper dangling from hisfigt; and last
of dl hisson, dill thrusting the puppet a him and
chattering, the sounds so thick they were scarcely
words at al but Brendan knew, he could understand,
suddenly he could see—

"Sss, Deh? Sss?'

"Oh yes, Peter, that's my boy, oh Peter," Brendan
gasped, hugging him and laughing even as he wept
and turned to the rest of hisfamily. "l do seeit. |
seeyou now. | can—I can seeitdl.”



TheEnd
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