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Chapter One




Up until turning five-years-old, I lived in
New Jersey with my birth mother, Diana Briner, who died in January
of 1965. I was never able to find out of what. I don’t have any
specific memory of her or of where we lived. My adoptive parents
discovered little when they researched it. As I grew up, I lost
interest in ever finding out if my birth-mother was Jewish or who
my father was or even if my mother died suicidally of a drug
overdose. I still don’t much care all these years later. Many
experts say that our fate is decided by our heritage, that it’s all
genes and spleens. This story is a complete refutation of that.

For the next three years after her death, I
moved from institutions at St. Croix, where I could see the Empire
State Building from my bedroom, to Gudgeon Place just off Tonelle.
It was a grungy house with cockroaches and fleas. At the ripe old
age of eight, I landed in the juvenile court system when for the
third time I’d been picked up on the streets for truancy. I’d been
shoplifting or panhandling each of those times.

I recall little of how I got from one place
to another, or how I learned so much so quickly about the streets,
but I think most of it was due to the influence of a rough
streetwise eleven-year-old, Lloyd Mills, at the time, my only
childhood companion. I became the youngest of the residents at 55
Carling Street, Juvenile Group Facility, Essex County, a
halfway-home administered under the authority of the State of New
Jersey near Lincroft.

I had met Lloyd at Gudgeon Place, but I
recognized soon after I’d arrived at Carling Street, I needed his
protection to cope inside with the twelve and thirteen-year-old
bullies and gave him my full allegiance. Perhaps because I was so
tall, no adult actually believed I was only eight years old.

Lloyd used to come into my room at about one
o’clock in the morning after the guards had gone to watch
television and sleep with me. Sometimes he cuddled against me,
sometimes he would want more. He would stay four or so hours. He
carried a switchblade which he’d boasted he’d much practice with,
and the other boys feared him, as did I. He kept them away from me
and made sure my holiday packages from the state weren’t stolen. I
remember that I thought our relationship was a tradeoff on the
level of life and death, an instinct to survive. I don’t recall
ever being affectionate to him in a way which would be called love.
I recollect the feeling of boredom with the mechanics of it. I
sometimes would fall asleep and he’d get angry. However bad it was,
it could never compete with the utter fear I felt of being all
alone in the world at eight-years-old. It was the loneliness I
recollect most vividly and it didn’t go away until I met Una and
the Tappet family.

I think I cried quite often, but even in
this period before the Tappets, I recall just selected events. Like
I remember one day I found an irresistible kitten that had
obviously gone unfed for sometime, and against the rules, smuggled
it into the home. I begged Lloyd to steal food from the kitchen to
feed it, which he did, and even better, he went to a grocery store
and stole real cat food for it. After Lloyd would leave in the
middle of the night, Snowball slept with me. It’d tickled my feet
in the morning to wake me up. It was a white fluffy ball of fur,
but had some black spots around the ears. I remember how small it
was and how it needed my protection to survive. I was saving my
money to get it to a vet to have it checked out. I loved that
kitten and I cried inconsolably when it was run over by a car on
Carling Street, even in the face of all the goading I received from
the older boys, even Lloyd teased me about it. After all, for
toughened boys, the only good cat is a dead cat.

I mention about my relationship with Lloyd
so that what happened between me and my stepsister, can be
understood more clearly. I’d experienced more about this sort of
thing before I reached nine-years-old than most teenagers ever do.
My behavior toward Sally was due in part to my amplified sexuality,
matched evenly by the naivety of my new family. Parents adopting
young boys living in orphanages or public institutions, don’t
realize that they are sexually active at nine, eight, and even
seven-years-old.

At that time, I attended Westside Park, East
Essex State School. I remember it as an okay experience even if I
was often truant. They served hot cereal and toast in the morning
and they let me have double helpings. I’ve no existent report cards
even though I tried to get them, or should I say, someone on my
payroll when I was first putting my life story down in words, tried
to get them for me. They could find no record of my existence
before 1968, let alone my education. Apparently, until I became a
Tappet, I’d no history and was a nonentity to the state.

A favorite place of mine at the time was the
graveyard where my birth mother lay. I brought Snowball there
several times to meet her. Her absence in my life had created a
puzzling world of ‘ifs’ and ‘maybes.’ Life seemed so arbitrary and
I never seemed to have any fun. I visited her there to talk about
it. To try and understand. Perhaps to pray, although no one had
ever instructed me in religion until I met Mary Tappet. Piety back
then seemed the farthest virtue from me. Stealing and sex seemed
more natural. Life stole mothers. Lloyd stole sex. Every Sunday I
would steal flowers from this fancy man’s garden to put on my
mother’s grave. It’s a large black-gated property at Rookery and
Roanoke near Hoboken owned by one of the richest families in Jersey
City. In my mind at eight-years-old, if I thought about it at all,
it must have seemed a palace beyond my imagination. But really, I
don’t remember what I felt as I scrambled through the property
stealing their flowers. The electronic gate at the front driveway
was always closed on Sundays. But back then, it was no deterrent at
all.

In the summer of 1968, all I had to do was
rush in through the northern walkway, pick up carnations, roses, or
whatever appealed to me, and rush out through the southern gate.
I’d worked it three weeks in a row, when on the fourth attempt,
laden with another fine bouquet for my mother’s gravesite, I was
attacked on my way out with the loot in hand.

The gardener, a tall spindly fellow with a
long beard, this story is much about men with long beards, who has
since left the employ of the Tappets, must have been lying in wait.
I was told later that he had been expecting a hippy and not an
eight-year-old boy. Hippies were just then starting to get bad
press. I received a blow to the front of the head with the shovel,
leading to bleeding, and a serious concussion, I was knocked out, I
almost died.

For this, I owe him everything, and although
my life completely changed afterwards, to this day, I curse him for
it as well. As you will see, this is no mean exaggeration. My new
dad, Stan, told me the gardener held a bizarre theory about the
missing flowers. Stan called him ‘a conspiracy nut,’ but Mary, my
new mother, called him, ‘Just a nut.’

I woke up in the hospital surrounded by a
host of strange faces, perhaps ten of them. I’d have run for all my
life, except I couldn’t move. Comforting brown eyes from a face
full of love and laughter riveted my attention even though I felt
half asleep. I had seen black women before, and many of them, but I
could see at once that she’d formidable magic beyond her huge
presence. Both her knowing gaze, and the happiness she radiated,
came to my mind as uncanny. Her brilliant dress fell into a
category that isn’t easily explained; it was outlandish but
appeared quite natural on her huge frame; offbeat yet
well-balanced; bright blue on dark black skin, but made of a
texture and a color as befit her. She felt the little bit of my
forehead that was exposed and her touch held tenderness and
foreboding. I don’t tell you that about Una just because I have
known and loved her ever since that moment. I actually remember it
happening that way, like a metaphysical second, but who can say for
sure. Memories are all we have and scientists say they aren’t that
reliable. That’s just the way life is.

“Bryce whacked you good,” she said with a
giggle, her voice cheerful and her accent easy on my ears. “You’ll
live. The doctors here are expensive.” She winked. “Where are your
parents?”

“It was a shovel,” I whispered feebly and
then heard another voice.

“Bryce said he tackled you and you hit your
head on a stone.”

My gaze moved from the big black face, to a
round formless white face with friendly blue eyes and a moustache.
He smiled sympathetically, as though he’d entertain the shovel
version quite easily. He was in a shining silvery suit but the tie
was loose and the jacket opened.

“What’s your name,” he asked, “and why are
you stealing Bryce’s flowers every Sunday?”

He seemed nice enough and I weighed telling
the truth, especially considering the big black woman, but quickly
rejected it. Long ago I’d learned the truth could have bad
unintended consequences, and moreover, it was as though the man
expected something of me.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“I believe Bryce used a shovel on you, you
poor boy,” a third voice said and I followed it to the face of a
white woman, perhaps my mother’s age if she’d still been alive. Her
brown hair framed her narrow face. Her black eyes looked right at
me, so that I at once looked away. She was their leader, I decided.
The way she stood brought her attention. The style of her business
dress and her sharp eyes indicated it.

“I think we should phone the police,” she
added. “Bryce almost killed him. He’ll have to go!”

Her voice carried authority and scared me,
but no one answered her so I spoke up. “I won’t steal anymore
flowers,” I promised.

To my delight, everyone laughed. I now
chanced a complete look around the room. One plump white woman and
a tall old mean-looking man with grey skin, wore white smocks and
stood a step or two back. These two I decided were doctors or
nurses. Since my treatment by the medical professionals in the past
had been deplorable, I instantly feared and hated them.

Two older Chinese men in silk business suits
and with kind eyes, looked on, only mildly interested. They seemed
to be as confused as I was. One man there, a fit well-tanned young
fellow, who stood at the end of the bed, had the likeness of our
halfway home councilor, a kind untried soul who seemed to me
sometimes to be unworldly. He’d once told me that I was lucky to
have a friend like Lloyd, even though I had told him earlier what
Lloyd did to me on a nightly basis.

Another man stood near the door as though
guarding it. His pale narrow face was in a profile and all I could
see was that he had a large nose and droopy ears. He wore a crisp
dark blue uniform and held a tiny policeman’s hat, casually
twirling it from end to end in his hands. He didn’t look at me and
kept his eyes down.

Then a transcendental event occurred to me.
I saw Sally.

She slowly pushed through from behind her
parents and came right up at the bedside eye to eye with a glossy
yellow sucker in her mouth. She was a tall thin eight-year-old with
long blond hair and deep translucent eyes. She smiled at me with
absolute love and touched my hand. Then she gave me a purple sucker
which I greedily seized and hid under the covers. I’d learned from
my short lifetime in the homes that you can’t trust anybody with
candy.

“Say hello, dear,” the black woman
urged.

But Sally said nothing and we stared happily
at each other until the woman with the voice-of-authority spoke
again.

“Isaac,” she said, “go see what’s keeping
them.” The man with the tan left. She looked at me thoughtfully
again. “How do we get a hold of your parents?” I shrugged. I didn’t
have the slightest idea. “Where’s your mother right now?” she asked
further.

“She is at the graveyard,” I answered
softly.

“Is that who the flowers were for?” she
continued.

I regretfully nodded. She was a clever woman
and I was too distracted by her daughter to fight her inquiries. As
well, I had grown more tired.

“Where is your father?” she went on.

I shrugged and closed my eyes for a moment.
She pulled me back from sleep.

“What’s your name?”

“Christian Donald Briner.”

Afterwards, they let me sleep. When I awoke,
they were gone, and I got out of the bed and peed, then took a walk
around the hospital. It was a clean dark place full of shadows and
coughing. I was in very little discomfort. Several days must have
passed. All I could feel of my wound was a clean strip of gauze
with no sign of blood.

The number of people in the hospital had
greatly increased. This led me to believe an epidemic had broken
out in Jersey City. When supper was delivered, I asked a tall
wizened nurse why so many people were sick. She patted my head and
left without answering me.

After supper, I was given pills, and I
dreamt that I was back with my mother. I think she didn’t really
have a face but was just the idea of motherhood, like the Virgin
Mary. She showed me how to empty my head of the vulgar and horrible
things Lloyd had put into it. How to stop the cheap brass from
rattling in my brain. They weren’t just sounds that I cleared out
of my head either, but the unclean concepts they signified. Lloyd
had shown me plenty of pictures of people engaged in all sorts of
things and had explained every little detail.

“Tonight I will show you the path to a
higher plain,” she said, “but first you must let me hold you in my
arms a while as you sleep.”

When my head was emptied, she whispered that
I was purified and should try to communicate directly with God. I
looked up, stunned and lost for words. Even though she held me in
her arms, her face lay hidden in the shadows of the dark hospital
room, but I could hear her soft voice in my ears.

“Tonight, Jesus will come for you,” she
whispered, “and will show you the way.”

I was overjoyed to hear it and when I opened
my eyes, a man came to me with piercing blue eyes and a long
trimmed beard.

“I’ll take you to a place which few men have
seen and returned to tell,” he said. “You’re a good boy and deserve
favor, but you may refuse to go. Many cannot come back. The joy,
the fulfillment, the pleasures, are nearly irresistible. If you
decide to go, you’ll walk the clouds and follow me inside the gates
of heaven. If you can leave when I say you must, no matter what
enraptures you feel, then you may return to your mother’s arms and
you’ll awake unpolluted.”

I nodded, not knowing what to say. His
piercing blue eyes looked into my heart and he touched me with his
hand. The g-force increased as we sped to heaven, and for several
minutes, my stomach was in my throat. I hoped he truly was who he
seemed to be. His direct presence in my life would put me further
than I had ever been from a nobody-orphan. God himself spoke
directly to me now, and I figured that was really something
splendid.

“Listen to me carefully,” he said when we
arrived, “don’t open your eyes and don’t talk. You must think of
only goodness and grace, nothing sinful. Can you do it?” I nodded.
“Your very life depends on it,” he continued. “Do you understand
that you mustn’t talk nor open your eyes the whole length of time
we are beyond the gates?” I nodded again. “Enter here now with me,”
he whispered, “and feel all the senses of eternity.”

A sudden roar of music filled my head. I
felt the enticing spirits of young virgins swish through me and
whisper into my ears to follow them. The smell of cinnamon and
exotic spices came to my nostrils. My mouth watered with the taste
of a flavor so wonderful that I nearly cried out. Light burned
brightly beyond my closed-eyelids which I fiercely fought to keep
tight. The wind rushed through my short crop of hair and up my
naked backside. I became flush and felt many pleasures rush through
all parts of my body. My head exploded in a flurry of delight so
that I could hardly breathe. Suddenly, I decided I would stay. What
was the point of returning when life up here was so full of
pleasure?

However, the man touched me before I opened
my eyes and we were gone from heaven.

“It’s late,” he said almost gently, “and you
have done well. In the grey dawn when you awake with your youthful
health and cleared mind, the body and soul as one, you’ll remember
me. If you ever need to see me again, go to any clergy and they’ll
guide you here. Now before I leave, I must tell you something.
Tomorrow begins your new life. Whatever gifts you are offered, you
must take them, but fear them as well. They’ll only be presented
this one time, and they are indeed glorious, beyond the wildest
hopes of your mortal fate, but in them, lies the seeds of your
destruction unless you follow the guide which has been dispatched
for you.”

I’d no idea what he meant, but it sounded
complicated and I was glad when he finished. I remembered pretty
much everything during my stay at the hospital, but especially that
dream. I now had a friend in Jesus. When I awoke the next morning,
a song played in my head, a blusterous rhapsody in a language I’d
never heard, but it quickly faded as another group of people
gathered around me.

“He’s awake,” Mr. Drury said, my assigned
truant-officer, a sad-looking man with a round face and hard
perplexed eyes. His bald head had a sweep of grey hair on the sides
and he wore a trim grey moustache. He looked vaguely like a cop,
and if it hadn’t been for the sad, almost anguished eyes, he would
have looked like a mean one too. The irony of this thought wasn’t
lost on me, he was actually a police-officer of sorts, and I knew
it, it’s just that at the time, I equated cops with the men in the
blue uniform.

“He has more color today,” the plump nurse
said softly. I recognized her voice but didn’t look at her face.
“I’ll get the doctor.”

My sleep-encrusted eyes wouldn’t go from
face to face. It was just too much, and I was mortified they’d been
staring at the lump on my stomach only half hidden under the linen
sheets. I rubbed my eyes harshly and forced myself to sit up a
little on my pillow. I quickly felt my head to find the gauze had
been removed. Only long narrow bandages covered the lump on it now,
but it was still gross to touch.

“How do you feel?” Mrs. Abbibas said softly,
an East Indian woman, who though dressed in Western style, always
managed to look as though she was in a silk sari. She coiffured her
graying hair in smooth waves, and her compassionate eyes were full
of affection. Her black dress was covered in a large grey silk
shawl as though she was a person from a mysterious land who hid out
in New Jersey and wished to return home, but couldn’t find the
secret path back.

She had these deep-set eyes and a smile on
her face that seemed the definition of maternal love. Many times
she had talked to me, and appeared always magnanimous, but I could
never really understand what she said. Not that it mattered.
Outside of taking me home, what could she do? My mother was dead,
my father, nonexistent. I’d no standing or money. I was sleeping
with Lloyd, living in a broken-down halfway home on Carling Street,
and had been arrested for truancy three times. Who wanted to adopt
an eight-year-old with a history? And one caught stealing from
perhaps the wealthiest family in New Jersey no less?

I nodded and she lightly rubbed my hand. I
recognized the man with the friendly blue eyes and moustache. He
looked down and smiled again. This time he was dressed in casual
clothes. “I’m Stan Tappet,” he said in a rather timid voice. “This
is Una.” I darted a glance at the big black woman with the
formidable magic.

Una was an opposite type to Mrs. Abbibas.
She dressed in a loose bright red-yellow floral dress, and her eyes
were playful and full of inquiry. ‘The Tappets perhaps owned New
Jersey,’ her eyes said, ‘but people like me built it.’

“Do you know why we’ve come?” she asked
loudly.

Indeed, I’d guessed it, but shook my head
and got out from under her gaze. Stan was to be my new father. I
could see he was afraid that I’d turn him down, that for some
reason, that somehow, I wouldn’t understand what was being offered.
I think he was afraid that I was thick as a brick. I saw that I
held sway over him. He’d been sent out by the lady with the voice
of authority and wasn’t to come home without me. They were used of
getting what they wanted. I remember feeling exactly that! Power.
Perhaps it was the first time in my life I had it over someone and
I didn’t even know why, but I wouldn’t willingly give it up.

Sally strode in from behind the people in
the room, her face kindled with delight, a bright red tin of
Coca-Cola in her hand.

“Hi,” she mouthed.

I saw that she had recognized inside herself
the seed of love I’d planted there from our first meeting. No
shyness came to her eyes either. They were fountains of
translucence whose depths were unimaginable. I had to have her—I
became greedy for her. It was deplorable but urgent as well. I had
power over someone for the first time, but he’d taken it all back
by bringing his daughter who had power over me. With her in my
life, the taste of Lloyd could be rinsed out and my past thoroughly
rejected. Through Sally, I could purify myself further. Jesus had
sent Sally to me.

All of this must have jumped to my face or
something, and Una pounced on me. She took my hand and squeezed it
not so gently. “Well, Mr. Christian, my full-grown child, ” she
said, “just don’t be wagging your tail yet. The nice people at
Carling Street would be happy to get rid of you, and I can see why,
but I think that the poor Tappets would be fools to take you in.
They feel obliged and I don’t see it that way at all. It was just
an accident. Bryce didn’t mean to hit you so hard.” With her other
hand on my chin, she forced me to look at her. “Is there the devil
in you?” she asked.

Fear jumped to my face. I shook my head so
vigorously it caused her to let out a loud laugh. She stared at me
for the longest time until I tore my eyes away and looked up at
Stan for mercy. To my utter surprise, he shrugged. I saw she’d the
power over me, and not he. I didn’t have power at all. I was
furious that I misread the whole situation so poorly.

I abruptly saw Una’s power then. It was
brilliantly disguised. So mysterious and extraordinary as to be
frightful, and at this point, totally camouflaged and unknowable by
someone my age. What force she served, I couldn’t see, yet I knew
she’d been the one who was responsible for Sally’s upbringing, the
one who would be responsible for me. Perhaps it was she and not
Sally who would be my earthly guide as Jesus had promised. But
whatever her standing and who ever she served, I could clearly see
I had absolutely no power over her and that she could stop
everything this instant with just a remark.

“The Tappet family wishes to adopt you,
Christian,” Mr. Drury said from the foot of my bed as though coming
to my rescue. “Mrs. Abbibas and I feel it is an excellent
opportunity for you. We strongly recommend it. Nothing stands in
the way of an expeditious agreement. We already spoke to Carling
Street. You could be in your new home today. All we need is your
agreement.”

I looked at Stan and perhaps said one of the
most disingenuous statements, and there have been many in my time
as a son to him, with a wild-eyed smile on my face.

“You will become my father?” I asked in
wonder.

He returned the smile completely taken in,
but Una spoke up again.

“Mr. Tappet is a very busy man, my
full-grown child,” she said staring at me again. “He invents
things, and all over the world, he works for a better place. He’ll
have time for none of your nonsense. I can assure you of that. I’ll
be looking after you, mostly, so, think twice before you say yes to
this. It’ll be no picnic.”

Though her eyes remained playful, I didn’t
doubt her words for a second. She was truly neutral to my coming
into her life. I could see it clearly. Her love would be
conditional. I’d never be able to work my charm on her as I would
others. I guessed that she didn’t really want the extra
responsibility. I don’t think it was even personal, but she seemed
to see through my mask so quickly and perhaps was afraid I was a
bad person. Or maybe she had a bad premonition of what my arrival
meant, of the calamities that would unfold.

I seriously thought about refusing it, but
with the dream and everything, how could I? I put away the smile
and hung my head. “I’ll be a good son to you, Mr. Tappet,” I
promised.

This got everything going and even Una
agreed it could be fun. When they left, I dressed into clothes Mrs.
Abbibas had brought from Carling Street. In the washroom, I peeled
back the bandages and was surprised to see that my head held twenty
or so stitches, but it didn’t look as bad as it felt. Mr. Drury
waited out in the hall, having agreed to take me back to pack up
and sign some papers.

“Are you ready?” he asked when I stepped out
into the corridor. I could see some of the anguish in his eyes had
been alleviated by my good fortune. I felt fine and kept up to him
with no problem. Looking back, I saw I had stayed in North Jersey
General. It was a huge complex bordered by busy streets. Since
Snowball had been killed by a speeding car, I’d become extremely
annoyed with traffic in general. Mr. Drury owned a new navy-blue
Grand Prix, and on his car-radio on the way to Carling Street, a
song played, People Got to be Free, which I thought was very
true.

For an eight-year-old, every path seems
blocked. No liberty exists, only endless numbers of mysterious
adult rules, and especially, the perplexing laws of life. But now I
was happy and that was almost like being free. Mr. Drury rubbed my
shoulder. “It’s a hard story to believe,” he said slowly. “It’s the
darnedest thing, really. One of the richest families along these
parts is going to adopt you, and all because you were stealing
their flowers and their gardener clobbered you.” He chuckled to
himself. “Who would believe it? But I’m happy for you, Christian.
You’re a good boy and you deserve a nice family.”

I’d tears at these words. It was one of the
nicest things anyone had ever said to me. I wished I had thanked
him for it, but I was too emotional. A chance in a million had come
to me. It was a miracle really. Lloyd came over to help pack up my
things, but gathering it up was the simplest thing in the world. My
clothes fit into a small duffle bag with room left for that much
again. I’d no cards, music, glasses, radios, watches, jewelry,
belts, sports stuff, toys, stuffed animals, or anything else like
that, just a few old rags, my toothbrush, and an old black plastic
comb.

“Will I be able to come over to your new
home and see you?” he asked.

I shook my head and certainly hoped not. He
hugged me, and though I tried with all my will to return it, I
couldn’t.

“I love you,” he whispered in my ear.

“I’ll see you some time,” I said, breaking
away.

His unshaped face took on a forlorn-look,
but I felt no pity. What I owed him for protection, I’d paid in
full, and then some.

“Mr. Tappet is waiting,” Mr. Drury said,
knocking on the door.

I shook a few hands, signed some papers, and
in a minute, found myself out on the street standing in front of a
huge black stretch limousine, which back in 1968 was quite an
uncommon sight.

“This isn’t ours, my full-grown child,” Una
said coming from the front passenger seat to let me in. “We rented
it, so don’t go getting highfalutin. This is Mary’s idea of
welcoming you into our family.”

I sat beside Sally in the backseat straight
across from Stan and Mary Tappet. Enough room remained between the
seats to stretch my legs but everybody sat up and so did I. Sally
had her blond hair in a pony tail and her narrow face looked
wonderful with her clear shining eyes. For the first time, probably
because Una had stripped me of my power, I was nervous and couldn’t
speak.

“You look much improved,” Mary said. “You
must have so many questions in your head.”

I did, but could hardly ask them why they
were going to adopt me, why anyone on earth would bother? I’d once
overheard Mr. Drury say that after you’re eight-years-old it is
pretty much a done deal for an orphaned boy, and I believed it. All
the teenage orphans I’d met, long ago had given up any hope of it.
I nodded but said nothing.

“Let me explain the best I can,” she
continued. “For sometime after Sally was born, we tried to have
another child and weren’t successful. The business needed my full
attention in the last three years so I couldn’t afford to get
pregnant. By default. Do you know what that word means?” I lied
with a nod. “By default,” she continued, “we decided Sally would be
an only child and that she would learn to live with it, but she
herself complained about this and has asked many times about a
sibling. When Bryce clobbered you and we found out that you were an
orphan, Una said it was a sign.”

I turned around to look at Una who sat
watching from the front seat. She nodded her head but said nothing.
“We have to talk to you about our family,” Mary added, “our rules,
and your obligations. Sally is a gifted student and we’ll get you a
tutor to get you up to speed in that department. Are you willing to
try to catch up to Sally so that you can enter the same school as
her in September?” I nodded. “Good,” she continued. “We saw your
truancy reports. We hope it isn’t reflective of your attitude
toward school.”

“My teacher was boring,” I said with another
lie.

“We’ll make sure that doesn’t happen again,”
Mary said with a smile. “This is your number one obligation in our
family, just as it is Sally’s. If you do well in school and listen
to Una, you may have whatever you wish, but school comes first on
all fronts. We’ve had the week to prepare a room for you which we
hope you’ll like. Stan says you look chipper and he picked out the
design. I don’t know what that means, but he feels you’ll fit in
just fine.”

“Besides expressing himself well,” Una piped
in, “Mr. Stan has many talents. He’s an airplane pilot and collects
dinky-toy airplanes. Wait until you see your room. You’ll beg to be
returned at once to Carling Street.”

Both Stan and Mary laughed at this, so I
joined in, although I didn’t understand the joke and thought it was
a bit much from a servant. However, that pretty much defined their
relationship. I heard Una make fun of Mary only a few times in my
whole life, but Stan got it every day.

“Would you like to learn to fly airplanes?”
she asked me further. Again I nodded. “You’re very cooperative,”
she added, making fun of me. “Let’s see how far you’ll go to please
us. Sally has a fine collection of Barbie dolls, maybe a dozen or
so. Will you play Barbie with her?”

I blushed and hoped she wouldn’t wait for an
answer. I didn’t know what to say and I didn’t want to disappoint
Sally. A silence ensued so that I knew I couldn’t ignore the
question. Una’s power over them seemed supernatural, but the
thought of playing Barbie at that age naturally repulsed me, as it
should any boy. “I’m sorry,” I said, “but I don’t think I could
play with dolls.”

“A man of principle,” Una said with a laugh
and turned around.

This seemed to satisfy everyone, even Sally.
I was bewildered.

“Una is quite insane,” Stan whispered with a
smile, “there’s no cure.”

He put his fingers to his lips to signal to
keep it to myself and winked. I held his daughter’s hand and waited
to arrive at the mansion where I’d stolen flowers for my mother.
When we drove up the driveway, a feeling of being lost in a dream
overwhelmed me.

“Why are you crying?” Sally whispered, her
voice so full of conspiratorial love that more tears came still.
The limousine drove up the wide extended driveway which ran along
the back of the house. Gold and orange colored bricks lay
interlocked in a shimmering circular design and made up the drive
and walkways. Flourishing climbing-roses and tall potted grafted
azaleas bordered the lavish cement archways. Red maples and
flowering African vine trees lined the driveway, interspersed with
bright blooming flower beds and sculptures of fawns and naked
children. It was beautiful and I caught my breath several
times.

Sally continued to hold onto my hand and we
walked up a stone pathway to a partially hidden door. This led to
the kitchen which had a large center island with a sunroom and
eating room to the right, facing west, then it fell out onto a
large dining room. It was freshly painted with pristine-white, and
held huge white appliances which sparkled in the bright room: two
fridges, a stove, dishwasher, and others I didn’t even know at the
time existed, like rotary grill-cookers, toaster-ovens, microwaves,
stand up freezers, and so forth.

They all carried the Factory-Bright label,
the Tappet trade name, but of course, I didn’t know that at the
time either. Pictures of Una standing in the front yard of small
restaurants surrounded by tall palm trees, all in different places,
adorned the walls in the kitchen.

“Mom, let me show him his room,” Sally
urged.

“Okay, Sweetie,” Mary said. “We’ll give you
a five minute head start.”

Sally opened a door to a dark room on the
left, and turned on the light. In front of my eyes stood what look
like a grocery store, a pantry so loaded with food that it seemed
impossible that a house could hold it. Giant coffin-freezers and
two huge silver-colored fridges took up the wall in the middle. At
the back of it, stood a wide carpeted spiral-staircase and she led
me in a rush up to the top floor.

She took me down a hallway so wide it could
have been a room. Three corridors broke out from it. Still holding
my hand, she led me to my new room. My first impression of it was
that it was the size of a small dormitory. It had two enormous bay
windows. Below one window sat a desk so large that it had two
chairs on wheels. The bed on the other hand, differed little in
size from what I slept in at Carling Street, however, it had a
comforter which matched the sheets, pillow cases, and curtains.
This I thought was quite ingenious.

The walls were papered in a light design of
airplane sketches, all kinds of planes, from the earliest to the
most modern, and the multiple shelves attached to them held either
model airplanes or books; dozens of both. A wind-chime of
helicopters hung from the ceiling in one of the corners. A sizable
television-set sat on a wooden stand and there was a large radio on
my desk. Above it on a shelf, a new leather-bound edition of a huge
set of books was all aligned in perfect order.

“What is that?” I asked pointing to the
books.

“Colliers’ Encyclopedia,” Sally said. “We
have four sets now.”

I’d never heard of an encyclopedia, but
didn’t want to show my ignorance so said nothing. Sally took one
book down and turned to a picture of a Polar Bear. “It lists
everything alphabetically. You can use it for school.”

“What’s that?” I said, pointing next to what
looked like a small typewriter.

“It’s a calculator. Mom and Dad make
them.”

“What do you think?” Stan asked and entered
the room with a light knock on the door. Mary came in behind
him.

“Thank you,” I said.

What else could I say? Mary walked up to the
encyclopedia, and put her hand on it. “You’re probably one of a
very few eight-year-olds who have their own encyclopedia,” she
said. “Our tutor for you, Mr. Vontd, is proficient in their use and
will show you more when the time comes. I’m sorry to inform you
that if you want to start school with Sally in September, your
private classes will have to start at once. Are you willing to give
up part of your summer?”

I could see she intended in treating me like
an adult. The problem with answering these kinds of straightforward
questions for me or any eight-year-old was that one didn’t know the
sacrifice it would take to fulfill the obligation.

I nodded solemnly, and for the first time in
my presence, she smiled. “Una’s right about you,” she added. “You
catch on fast. But you should understand that this isn’t a game or
test. We have adopted you and this is your home. We aren’t going to
toss you back if you don’t get A’s in school. Some boys will learn
how to fly, others to swim. Do you swim?” I shook my head. “Well,
then,” she continued, “let’s go swimming. I’ll give you your first
lesson and we’ll try not to get your stitches wet.”

Sally whooped in joy. I hadn’t missed the
importance of the words from Mary about not being tossed back, but
my mind leapt from one surprise to another. Mary went to a dresser
and in the third drawer down pulled-out brand-new bathing-suits and
beach towels.

Left alone, I changed and stepped out into
the hall, where I stood solitarily before a mammoth spotless
hall-mirror, a skinny pale youngster, a stranger onto myself. Many
times in my life, I would feel the same way looking at myself in a
mirror and not recognizing the reflection.

The walls were laid out with gigantic
pictures of places and events that I knew nothing about. The
swimming-suit was tight so that it exaggerated my thinness. Sally
came out from a room near mine in a skin-tight two-piece. She was
as skinny as me. She hadn’t developed even the hint of hips or
breasts.

“What are you doing?” she asked and came
close, looking at my reflection in the mirror and placing her hand
on my lower back.

“It’s so strange,” I whispered. “Yesterday I
was in one life, and I’m in another completely different one
today.”

She took my hand and dragged me away from
the mirror. “Come on,” she said, “put on some socks. You can skate
downstairs.”

We didn’t look at the rest of my room nor
did we return through the pantry to the kitchen. We raced down a
plush carpeted spiral staircase which was wide enough to play the
splits. We passed a huge front foyer. The pine floors had been
polished so that you could slide on them in your socks. They were
protected with East Indian hand-woven carpets, but Sally and I
skated from room to room in between them. Family portraits hung on
the walls, several of Sally. One was of a bright yellow bush-plane,
floating in the middle of a small lake, with Stan standing and
waving from the right pontoon.

Oil paintings of wild cats including a
cheetah and cougar, offset the family ones. We skated over more
pine floors, passed more pictures, and ran out through giant double
glass doors. The yard fell out into an immense deck leading to the
swimming-pool area, then into a thick group of trees hiding most of
the iron fences that ran for hundreds of feet along Rookery giving
the property privacy from the street.

In points beyond the pool were clusters of
beautiful tall white birch trees and swirling circles of knee-high
flowers swaying in the breeze. Ignoring it all, Sally jumped
straight into the pool after taking off her socks. It was a
rectangular shaped pool, painted brilliant cool aqua-blue. It was
perhaps twenty meters long and ten wide, and surrounded by
interlaced pale blue bricks and white wooden patio furniture with
soft blue cushions.

“Come in,” she cried. “It’s only up to
here.” She stood in the shallow end and I carefully climbed into
the pool using the ladder. The water wasn’t too cold and I jumped
up and down with Sally, keeping my legs firmly planted on the
ground. A bright blue slide ran from the shallow side into the deep
end and Sally turned on a tap which ran water over it. She climbed
the ladder and slid down, whooping it up, and though it looked like
enormous fun, I knew better than to go into the deep-end. However,
what I didn’t know was the shallow end, stopped abruptly.

I heard a splash behind me, it was Stan, and
I lost my footing, shooting over the lip. When my feet touched
bottom, I’d gone over my head, but kicked myself to the surface.
Doing so, I put myself even further out. I went down splashing and
kicking, swallowing a mouthful of water. I remembered I thought I
was going to die. That’s how drowning happens when you don’t know
anything about swimming. It is a mystery to the ignorant. Powerful
arms, snapped me back into the shallow end and I stood in the pool,
sputtering and coughing. Drawing breath was very difficult.

“Sweetie, when you’re in the pool with
Christian,” Stan said to Sally, “you’ll have to watch out for him.
You’ll have to turn-off your selfish button. Okay, sweetie?”

She nodded and drew up, holding my hand.
“What happened?” Mary asked from the lip of the pool, wearing a one
piece bathing suit which was grey and modest but didn’t hide her
fine figure.

“He took in a mouthful of water,” Stan
said.

I recovered and Mary taught me to tread
water before supper as Stan and Sally dove from the deep end and
swam around us. Mary was polite and her voice warmed up with every
passing minute. I thanked her for the lesson.

“You can’t very well thank us for
everything, Christian,” she said. “From the clothes, to the food,
to education, to everything, all you would do is thank us and feel
guilty. It won’t do. No more thanks. It’s enough that you are here
and that you put what opportunity this gives you to good use. We’re
here for you to make sure you succeed, that you are happy. Can you
understand that?”

It took all my self-control not to thank
her. Una’s supper was soft boneless chicken-breasts cooked with
honey Dijon mustard, cashews, and mandarins. I asked about each of
the other dishes: Wild rice, fresh corn on the cob, broccoli-heads
in white cheddar sauce and black bean soup, all of which I had
never tasted before. A bowl of salad was in the middle of the
table, but it looked like they weren’t going to make me eat rabbit
food, as Lloyd called it.

I’d my first glass of red wine and it was
nearly the foulest drink I’d ever tasted, but fortunately they also
had a glass of cold apple juice at my place and I swallowed this in
one enormous gulp to wash away the taste. Stan laughed at me.

The black bean soup was repulsive to look at
and I was disgusted to see Sally eating it like it was Campbell’s
tomato soup, but I did taste it and it was fine, but the thought of
it was too much for more than one spoon full. I tried the corn and
ate several mouthfuls, however, it appeared that the chicken had
been deliberately destroyed for the sole purpose of embarrassing me
and making me appear as though I was going to be too much trouble
to the Tappets.

For a moment, I wondered if Una had done it
on purpose. The most detestable mustard anyone thought to ever
create had been thrown in great dollops on top of it so that even
if I’d thought to have more than a few bites, I just couldn’t. The
rice had little pieces of sticks in it. The broccoli was hard, and
I’m sorry to say, the sauce smelt like puke. None of this stopped
the Tappets from eating it like it was manna.

“Is this tomato juice?” I asked and pointed
to a tall glass of red liquid beside my empty glass of apple juice.
Stan nodded and I tried this. I hated it also and wondered what I
would drink now to get the foul tastes out of my mouth. I was
horrified, when halfway into the meal, Una sat beside me to eat. I
thought she was going to make me finish my plate like they did in
the halfway homes. Even if you gag, they make you finish it, but
after a few moments, she looked at me, rubbed the top of my head.
“What would you like to eat?” she asked. I flushed completely red.
“It’s okay, my full-grown child,” she continued. “You’re not used
to our ways and I see you’ve tried everything on your plate. Kraft
dinner?”

I nodded. Within five minutes, I’d a
steaming plate of macaroni and cheese, another glass of apple
juice, and one of my favorite foods, Heinz Ketchup. After supper,
we cleaned up together and had vanilla ice-cream with chocolate
syrup while we watched a program on television in the living room
in which at the beginning a naked woman walks into the ocean. That
was my favorite part. She had a very nice figure.

Outside of the fact that I had seen little
television, what immediately got my attention was a tall thin man
with a moustache and thick curly hair over his ears. He had kind
intelligent eyes and a very natural smile. He held up to the
cameras a tiny square device. He talked for a few minutes, but I
didn’t really listen, I was looking around the room.

Although I didn’t know it at the time, I sat
in a Wassily chair. Its chrome-plated frame was made of
steel-tubing which held a grey-canvass seat and arm rests. Sally
sat in a similar one beside me. They’re still in the mansion today,
although they’ve been refurbished a number of times. Love seats,
sofa chairs, matching couches, and a Chippendale mahogany chair,
were arranged together around the television. Huge vases with grey,
silver, light powder-blue and green fern-like dried plants stood in
several spots around the room. An enormous glass coffee table held
fresh flowers and bamboo shoots in water.

The television sat on a stainless-steel
stand with only a large palm tree beside it, the pot which held it,
was a silver color, but the whole thing was framed by an enormous
window ten feet behind it which looked out on one of the
side-yards. Directly behind the couches was a long wall of
floor-to-ceiling windows which faced the backyard, although a fine
white sheer-curtain covered them. Two enormous pictures hung on the
wall, but I could see neither one of them clearly. Glancing again
at the television, I was amazed to see the tall thin man now
talking to Stan. I stood out of my chair. “How do they do that?” I
asked.

Everyone laughed. “The program is about
computers,” Stan answered. “We don’t watch much television, but we
had to see this.”

I tried, but I didn’t understand much of
what was discussed in the interview, except that Stan’s predictions
about the future were hailed by the man as a windfall for everyone.
The man talked about abundance, new leisure time, and an easier
life for everyone. It sounded absolutely marvelous to my ears and I
was beginning to realize I had been adopted by famous people. I’d
never met anyone who had been on television before.

After the program was over, we all clapped
and Mary and Stan took Sally and me to the Jersey Port Theater to
see a movie, The Lion in Winter. It was the first time I had seen a
motion picture on the big screen, and though I remember it being
hard to understand, I was riveted through the whole thing.

The theater seats were comfortable and we
sat high up in the second tier, eating popcorn and drinking ice
cola. I held Sally’s hand through the whole story; the castles,
horses, knights, warriors, and English landscape were thrilling.
That night before sleep, Stan came into my room and sat on the edge
of the bed. “How was your first day with us?” he asked.

I swallowed to keep the tears out of my
eyes. “Great.”

“When I was a boy your age, my father left
my mother. He wasn’t much of a father anyway, always drunk and
unhappy. When I started in business after the war, I invented and
patented a lathe machine for making precision tools. Now we have
factories in Maryland, New Jersey, New York, and Japan, and are
making many things. Soon, we’ll have many more factories. Mary is
wonderful at running companies and knowing what to buy. I was a
fighter pilot in Korea, in a conflict just after the Second World
War. If you don’t know what war WWII was, it is the one where the
Western Democracies fought against nations who wanted to impose a
dictatorial government on the world, where you wouldn’t be able to
vote on who runs things. We have an election going on in our
country for president this year between Richard Nixon and whoever
the Democrats elect in Chicago at their upcoming convention.

“Mary and I will tell you more about
politics as you grow up. I’m primarily a business man and I’m not
really interested in it. Left to my own devices, I like to tinker
with new ideas and to fly. I can teach you two things mainly:
Commercial enterprise and being a pilot. Tomorrow, I’ll take you
out for a quick flying lesson in my Cessna before I leave on a
business trip. I’ll be away a few days. I quite often am. Next
summer, if you’re all caught-up in your schooling, I’ll take you
away with me a few times. I just wanted to say that I’m thrilled to
have you as part of our family. Remember what Mary said tonight at
supper. We want you to do well and go far. I think you can, but
you’re our son now, and we’ll look after you no matter what.
Welcome home.”

I couldn’t say anything, I was too emotional
and after he’d left, I made sure the door was closed tight and
looked around the room carefully. I liked the wallpaper with the
airplanes and wondered what kind of games I could play with the
dinky-toy ones. Even though I had been alone in the world for the
first eight years, I’d never really played any solitary games.

I walked into the closet, astounded how big
it was. I thought of sleeping there tonight. It seemed much safer,
but what would the Tappets think if they found out? Some clothes
hung there and two new pairs of shoes lay on the floor. I tried
them on and they fit.

Behind another door, I was surprised to find
my very own bathroom with my very own tub, and a big one too. Fresh
towels hung on three walls. Toiletry items such as boxes of
tissues, shampoo, soap, toothpaste and cologne lay in a cupboard
below the sink. The door even locked.

Never mind the encyclopedia. I wanted to
take a bath with Zest soap. I’d seen a commercial just this very
evening and there were several bars. In front of a mirror which ran
from floor to ceiling, I took off my clothes and unwrapped the
purple sucker Sally had given me in the hospital, and licked it
while the water poured into the tub. I was very thin to my own
critical eye, but my skin was smooth, without any hair, and I
looked healthy with red cheeks and shining hair.

I peeled off the bandage and looked closely
at the repair job. It had a purple color and the cut seemed fused.
After soaking for some time, I dressed in my old pajamas, and lay
on some blankets on the closet floor, sleeping until about one
o’clock. That was the time, Lloyd use to come in and wake me up
every night. I tiptoed across the hall and snuck into Sally’s room,
crawling under the covers with her. She moaned softly and cuddled
up.

I held her tightly. She wore a night gown
with no panties and I snuggled up against her; it was wonderful and
warm. I hated to leave, but even at eight-years-old, I understood
enough not to be caught in bed with her in the morning. They might
not have thought anything had happened, and it hadn’t, but they
would have made sure that I didn’t go into her room again. At four
in the morning, I kissed her good night and returned to my room.
This time I slept in my bed. I woke up and stayed under my fine
smelling blankets, listening to the sounds of the house. Outside,
it was another sunny day. After I washed and dressed, I went down
stairs.

“What would you like?” Una asked me when I
came into the kitchen at around nine o’clock.

“Where’s Sally?”

“Do you hear the piano in the background?” I
nodded. “She’s doing her lessons.”

I listened more intently. “Can I go
see?”

“Tell me first what you want? Sally is
having blueberry pancakes.”

“Okay.”

Walking by myself through the mansion in the
morning, the sunlight had a magical quality, made all the more
uncanny by the echo-sound of Sally’s scattered piano. I noticed a
large picture above a fireplace mantel. Stan, Mary, and Una, stood
outside a small restaurant almost dwarfed on either side by huge
coconut trees.

“Watson’s Jamaican Jerky,” I whispered,
reading the small plaque on the bottom of the frame. It seemed far
away, perhaps exotic, and I guessed that the whole family traveled
together. My eyes wandered to Una’s. Even in the photograph, they
radiated mischief and love. She dressed in a brilliant crimson red
dress and had a red carnation in her hair. Certainly, she was a
mysterious creature. I wondered what it was about her and decided
I’d have to find out at the first available opportunity.

“She’s my confidant and best friend,” Mary
said softly from behind me as though reading my mind. I spun and
saw that she was dressed for work and even had a briefcase in hand.
“She’s been with us since the birth of Sally,” she continued. “She
manages our affairs in such a way that Stan and I just can’t do
without her. That was her place. She owned several of them. We have
pictures of them in the kitchen. She was quite a successful
business woman in Jamaica. Of course, she is here too.”

I scratched my head. I think that was what I
wanted to know, not that I knew completely what it meant. The piano
stopped and Sally came in and kissed her mom, who said good bye and
left. After Mary was out of sight, Sally hugged me and kissed me on
the lips. “You’re my scrumps,” she whispered.

“What’s that?”

“Something delicious.”

I was very happy. We returned to the kitchen
hand in hand, and I studied five pictures of small Jamaican Jerk
Shacks hung on the wall. The restaurants were all the same general
size, and their smart appearance and large tinted front windows
made it obvious they’d done well. They were each in different
locations and the ten-by-twelve pictures were labeled accordingly:
Kingston, Montego Bay, Savanna la Mar, Santa Cruz, and Spanish
Town. Una stood front-and-center in all the photographs, and in
each one wore a different colored, but equally brilliant, dress.
“Una, why did you leave there?” I asked.

“It’s called Jamaica,” Sally said. “It’s in
Mexico.”

“It’s not in Mexico,” Una said with a laugh.
“It’s one of the largest islands in the Greater Antilles of the
West Indies. I left long ago. I studied at the University of the
West Indies in Kingston, the capital city of Jamaica and won a
scholarship to finish my education in London, England. That’s the
time when I first left, a dozen years ago or so. When I returned to
the island, I started a business, but then I met your mother and
father and came to work for them.”

“What did you study in England?” I asked and
sat at the table with Sally, having no idea where England was.

Una served breakfast and sat down to eat
with us. “I studied business.”

“Why don’t you have your own children?” I
asked.

This question was met with the very first
frown I ever saw on Una’s face. Stan came into the kitchen dressed
in casual clothes and sat down with us. “Are you two ready to go
flying?” he asked. Sally and I both nodded. It was like a dream.
“Eat up,” he added, “we’ll head to Teterboro.”

“The Turnpike is closed this morning,” Una
said, rising after eating very little and beginning to clean up.
Stan nodded.

“Shall I have Larry bring the car around?”
she asked.

“He is gone with Mary. I’ll drive.”

Stan drove a black Lincoln Continental and
we both sat in the backseat holding hands. He asked us to put on
the seatbelts. I’d never heard of such a thing and it took a few
minutes to figure out. When we reached the airport, I remembered
seeing what struck me as a sea of airplanes. We parked and walked
up to what, to me, looked like a brand-new white jet. I’d never
seen a plane so close before, nor had I even been near the inside
of an airport. So much was happening at once, I could hardly take
it all in. The plane was beautiful.

“It’s set to go,” he said. We boarded the
roomy cockpit up a small stair. “Let Christian sit in the front for
now, Pumpkin,” Stan added.

Though the inside was smaller than the
Lincoln, it held four seats and was comfortable enough. The
dashboard was alive with lights, buttons, gauges, and meters. Stan
talked on the radio for a minute to get clearance. While he waited
for a response, he showed me the safety checklist and named many
moveable parts aloud, pointing to the right and left flaps, the
ailerons, the rudder, and other equipment.

I focused on his every word and knew
instinctively that if I wanted to get close to him, I would have to
learn how to fly, which was perfectly fine with me. He indicated
the largest gauges on the control panel.

“Those are the four important ones,” he
said. “This tells how high you are, then there are the fuel and
oil-pressure gauges, the air speed, and the compass or heading
indicators. This is the tachometer which tells you the
rotations-per-minute of the motor. This is the speedometer and the
hydraulic gauge for the landing gear.”

I pointed to one in the center with a small
picture of a plane on it. “What’s that one?”

“It tracks for vertical speed or the rate of
the plane’s climb. The other two important things in this type of
plane are the half-wheel, what’s known to a pilot as the stick, and
the red dial over here, which governs the rate of fuel going into
the engine, the choke.”

I nodded enthusiastically, trying with all
my might to act like an adult, but very excited as well, as though
it were Christmas morning. “Okay,” he said into the radio and drove
the plane out to the liftoff area. “Here we go.”

The engine roared and we sped down the
runway. As we gathered speed, I thought for sure we would crash and
looked back at Sally who stared calmly out the window. When we
lifted off the ground, I thought I would pee my pants. “Wow,” I
gasped softly.

The ground rushed away and the houses and
farms became small quickly. The wonder chased away any fear, and it
seemed that in only minutes, we were flying over Niagara Falls.

“I can’t imagine anything better,” I said,
although I could at least imagine one thing. Sally. I was so in
love with her, even so as to be dumb-headed, yet I was determined
not to make a slip.

“For an American,” Stan said, “flying is one
of the greatest skills to obtain and our history is dotted with
many brilliant aviators from the Wright brothers to Charles
Lindbergh.”

“Don’t forget Melia Earhart, Daddy,” Sally
said. “She’s American too.”

“Amelia,” Stan corrected her. I hadn’t even
heard of the Wright Brothers let alone Earhart or Lindbergh, but
didn’t show my ignorance by admitting it. We flew for over an hour
and the landing was as exciting as the take off. After we returned,
Una made us sandwiches and fresh cinnamon rolls. Stan sat with us
for a moment.

“I’m leaving shortly for the office,” he
said to me. “Mary and I have meetings there this afternoon and well
into the evening. Before I go, Professor Vondt will arrive. He’s
your new private instructor. You’ll be a student with him from one
to five o’clock, Monday through Friday, until September. If
everything goes well then, and you pass the entrance test, he’ll
come by three evenings a week to help you out with your
homework.”

To an eight-year-old, this might have been a
deadly blow to his summer’s plans, but it didn’t strike me that way
at all. Mr. Vondt, to my utter surprise, was the man from the
television program. Seeing him in person, magnified his thinness.
He was much younger than he looked on the screen and his eyes were
shrewd. He’d eyes like Lloyd, and I wondered if he was like Lloyd
in other ways, but he also had bushy eyebrows and a wonderful smile
which took away the cruelty from his eyes. His moustache was also
bushy and he was growing a straggly goatee. Stan introduced me as
his son, and I was proud of that. It felt good to be a Tappet
instead of a Briner, but I realized as well that Mr. Vondt and Stan
might be old friends and he’d know I wasn’t really his son.
Happily, I learned immediately this wasn’t the case.

“When I met Mr. Vondt during the taping of
his television show,” Stan said, “he’d mentioned that he was free
for the summer. He has done some teaching at all levels of the
school system, all the way from grade four to university, and is
considered an expert in the field.” We shook hands. “Una has set up
the Rose-room. It’s downstairs and faces the side-yard to the east.
Una will show you and I’ll let you two get acquainted. If you need
anything, Una will look after you. She pretty much runs everything
here and you can take her word for authority.”

I was astounded to actually hear the words.
Stan openly acknowledged Una’s power to a stranger. After he left,
Mr. Vondt and I found Una in the kitchen. “Mr. Vondt,” she said
happily, shaking his hands. “He’s a good boy,” she added, “just a
little behind in his schooling. This way.”

She took us through a part of the house I’d
never seen before and down into a room wallpapered in pink with
crimson roses raised in a relief. The ceiling was a light powdered
pink, almost white, and the dark hardwood floors had a white area
rug. The two couches were large light-brown cloth ones, facing each
other with matching sofa-chairs pushed against the walls.

“Tea?” Una asked Mr. Vondt when we had
settled across from each other on the couches. He refused with a
shake of his head and she left.

“Come sit beside me, Christian,” Mr. Vondt
said, softly, “and read the first page of this book aloud.” He took
out a book and turned it to the first page.

“Chapter One,” I said. The title of the
chapter was in a foreign language or something. I attempted it and
failed miserably.

“Ebenezer Scrooge,” Mr. Vondt said. “It is
the name of the main protagonist.”

I turned red but when I heard him say the
name, I realized I knew the story of Scrooge, I’d seen it on
television, a cartoon of A Christmas Carol, and might be able to
impress him so that he wouldn’t tell Stan and Mary that I was just
a dumb orphan.

“Jack-cob Mar-lay was dead,” I said. I had
got through my first sentence. I was relieved. “Everyone knew that.
There was no doubt about that.” Two more down. It looked good. “All
the–” I couldn’t get the next word. I was sweating.

“Official,” he said softly.

“Papers were properly signed by–” nor could
I get the next one.

“Witnesses.”

“To make them legal. The–” nor the next
word.

“Clergyman.”

I didn’t even know the definition of
clergyman. “Signed the papers.”

“Good,” he said. “Relax. We’ll be doing a
lot of reading this summer, but before September, I’ll open up a
world for you that you never thought possible. I know you have been
hit and miss with school, but I can see in your eyes that you’re
smart, that you’re a dreamer, and that you’ll succeed at school as
well as your sister.”

He was a mystery all right. I couldn’t make
up my mind about him, but I decided he’d behave himself. He seemed
to want to help me. Our first lesson was difficult and long, but I
tried to stay focused the entire time. He did little arithmetic,
which was too bad. It had been my only B in grade three, the rest
were Cs or Ds. But maybe he knew that. We mostly did reading and
cursive lettering. In both areas, I could see he wasn’t overly
impressed. Sally had promised to go swimming afterwards, and I kept
remembering that. It helped.

Mr. Vondt was insistent and gentle. He kept
his hands off me and often smiled. I’d heard somewhere that it’s
all in the balance. It’s hard to get that right. Why I say this is
because I believe he used self-control to keep his hands off me
that day just as much as I did to stay focused, and the days
afterwards. He was definitely a Lloyd kind of guy, and by the end
of that first lesson, I was aware of it.

At five o’clock, he released me and I flew
up the stairs to find Sally. We ate and played in the backyard with
two boys who lived next door, Andy Arckon, aged nine, and his older
brother, Kurt, ten. They both had curly black hair and acted like
tough kids, but compared to the gangsters at Carling Street, they
were pussycats. I just laughed at them. We played, Kick the Can and
Graveyard and had to come in for bed at nine o’clock. That night
Jesus came to me in my first sleep.

“I’ve placed you among the Tappets to bring
a message to the planet,” he said in his soft gentle voice of love.
“As you have seen, we’ve given you a guide. Just as I have mounted
a force of earthly good for your success, so Lucifer will rally an
earthly fellowship to bring you into his fold. When he strikes at
you, you may not know it. Stick close to your guide.”

This sounded even more ominous than before,
and moreover, it seemed my obligation was going from saving me to
saving the world. I was starting to wonder if it was really
Jesus.

When I woke up at one o’clock to sneak into
Sally’s room, I quickly chased these thoughts away. This time Sally
woke up and we kissed each other on the mouth and held each other
tight. Tonight she wore panties. This didn’t bother me. She still
let me snuggle against her. We slept in each other’s arms until
four o’clock when I snuck back to my room to sleep in my
closet.

 


Chapter Two




Pulaski Park has four baseball diamonds on
the west side and is where Sally and I play baseball. The Pulaski
Skyway delivers and receives traffic from a dozen places,
including, the Holland and Lincoln Tunnels, JFK Boulevard, the New
Jersey Turnpike, Tonelle Avenue, Hoboken Street, and other busy
roadways. The traffic ebbs and flows at surprising speeds
in-between yield-signs, lights, crosswalks, streetcar stops, and a
hundred other obstructions. Every time I saw it, I thought of the
poor cats, dogs, and other helpless creatures trying to cross and
being killed. It was one of the most dangerous crossroads one could
ever imagine.

Not far from here, snowball had been run
over, and not only animals got it in this area, but plenty of
people as well. On Saturdays, Sally, Andy, Kurt, and myself played
in an Essex County Peewee Baseball League. Our fathers would
alternatively drop us off. My instruction with Mr. Vondt had
continued uninterrupted and everyone seemed satisfied with both my
effort and lack of complaining, if not my results. Truth was, I
read now as fast as Sally. The Adventures of Robin Hood took me
only two days to finish.

Moreover, my relationship with Stan and Mary
had grown naturally warm. Tomorrow morning, Sally and I were going
flying with Stan, for me, my fourth time, and we were going all the
way to Washington, D.C. The last time out, both Sally and I had
taken the handle for a few minutes. It was a rush for both of us
and that night as we cuddled in my second sleep, we dreamt of
becoming pilots.

I had several trips to doctors to take out
the stitches and to get creams to reduce the scar on my forehead.
It wasn’t too big and I didn’t mind it, except for it itched badly
every once and a while. I also had dentist appointments, visited
clothiers with Stan, and had a meeting with a man with a beard who
showed me his gun collection and asked me questions about what I
was thinking as I looked at pictures of images like clouds and
ink-spots. I easily made things up with fuzzy, soft, positive
answers. I knew I’d fooled him without difficulty. For some reason,
he wasn’t aware that as an orphan, I’d have already had many such
tests.

This week’s baseball game was the second
last one of the summer. We played on diamond two, the one farthest
away from the bay, the smallest one. The diamonds all had evening
lights provided from four cement columns the height of about twenty
meters. They also had small stands which could hold a maximum of
fifty spectators or so. They’d bullpens as well, although nothing
fancy.

The stands and lights separated the four
diamonds from each other, and they themselves formed a larger
diamond. No fences or other borders had been built between the
diamonds. That morning, I caught a fly ball and got a hit to first
base, then was hit home by Kurt who is a good baseball player. I
was happy and only wished Una, Stan, or Mary, had been there to see
it. Everything I did well, I wanted them to see. I wanted them to
know I appreciated what they did for me. Several of the boys on the
team were growing their hair long and I told them that they looked
like girls. We almost had a fight.

When the game ended, we bought hotdogs and
orange and grape soda-pop with the money that Andy and Kurt’s
father – Bert – had given us for a snacks. We also had four bus
tickets which he had pre-purchased and given to Kurt for safe
keeping. Usually Bert or Stan would be with us, but today Bert
worked and couldn’t see the game nor get us home. If he’d asked
Mary, Stan, or Una’s permission for us to bus it home without an
adult, I’d have been surprised.

I could see that Kurt grew apprehensive the
minute we stepped out of the park, and though he tried to hide it,
it only grew more apparent as we blended into the Saturday street
commotion. The riffraff and street people, many of them hippies,
were panhandling. The traffic wasn’t only busy, the level of noise
was annoying. Open construction-trucks barreled along Willow and
randomly spit up stones. Taxis erratically pulled U-turns to catch
sudden fares from the fast-food crowds on the north side. An
endless stream of buses barreled through. Just beyond the ballparks
the other way, a popular mall attracted much traffic as well.

Sally had her long blond hair pulled into a
pony-tail and Kurt wore a baseball cap. Andy and I were bare headed
with short haircuts. We wore t-shirts which said, The Yankees. Andy
shaded his eyes from the sunlight and looked back at the park. His
dark complexion and short athletic body, made him almost a dwarf to
me. He was an easy-going boy and I felt protective of him. “Look,”
he said and pointed to Diamond Two, “They’ve started another game
already.”

Sally handed me her baseball glove and the
bat, letting out her ponytail so that her hair fell loosely to her
back. To the north of us stood a well-known steak house, and beside
it, a theater showing, 2001, A Space Odyssey.

Kurt led us to the streetcar stop we needed.
Even at the traffic-lights, cars rushed to turn and honked at us
for going too slow or too fast or whatever we were doing wrong.
After a moment, the Hoboken bus came and we hopped on, turned in
our tickets, and with our transfers in hand, went to the back where
the only empty seats remained.

The air was so stale that I covered my nose
with my hand. It smelled of body-odor and farts. Sally gave me a
candy that tasted like banana, only better. It helped. The four of
us sat close together and ignored everyone else. Kurt tried to
behave like an adult but was obviously nervous, like a cat
surrounded by dogs. To make matters worse, I saw two older boys
swagger onto the bus three stops later and sit nearby. They were
maybe thirteen and fourteen-years-old, both were broad-shouldered
and glossy-eyed. They stared at us greedily.

Although I’d never seen them before, the way
they walked and looked around for marks, I knew they were bullies.
It didn’t look like they lived out on the streets, but they might
have been invested in a young strong-arm gang and even run tricks
for a bigwig. Lloyd had done this for a while, offering himself to
older homosexual businessmen, then getting them cornered with
several fellow ruffians, and pinching them for what they had agreed
to pay but without the sex. Sometimes, Lloyd wouldn’t use the help.
He’d let the businessmen do their thing and keep the money for
himself. That way nothing went to the strong-arm gang boss. Before
the Tappets, these were the images and stories which daily filled
my head, but now I was purified. When you’re purified, you’re
fearless. The two began making crude guttural sounds, and
whispering, “Hey girlies,” or “Faggot boys.”

It wasn’t exactly in our direction, but used
to intimidate everyone in their immediate purview. I was dismayed
to look around and not see a single adult in the back of the bus,
except an old man. They began punching each other on the arms with
forceful blows, any number of which would have laid me unconscious
in a second if connected. They swore aloud and attracted everyone’s
attention in the seats around us. I gathered this was their routine
of intimidation.

“Let’s go to the front of the bus,” I urged
Kurt in a low voice.

“Good game?” the big plug-ugly fourteen year
old said to Sally, coming up, sitting beside her, and grabbing
Kurt’s hand so that he couldn’t rise. I looked him over. He’d
uneven eyebrows and an almost completely healed black eye. He
weighed at least thirty or forty more pounds than me. Sally didn’t
answer and shook with fear.

“Hey slut, my friend asked you if you had a
nice game,” his companion said.

I gripped the bat extra tightly. “Fuck off!”
I shouted at him. I jumped to my feet and swung the bat at his
head. In these life or death altercations, as Lloyd had taught me,
you have to strike first, hard and fast or you’re finished. I’d
never have a better chance at beating two bullies. After all, I’d a
bat. They would both have knives, but probably switchblades, and if
I acted fast, they’d no chance to get them out. The bat connected
solidly to the younger boy’s forehead. He fell forward, blood
spewing out of his mouth. I’d have swung the bat at the second
combatant’s head, but Sally was too close to him, so I used it like
a spear and drove it into his stomach with all my might. I hit him
clean, then he crumpled to the floor with the wind knocked out of
him, covering his head as I threatened a second blow.

Several young passengers screamed. The bus
screeched to a halt and I flew forward onto the back of the
fourteen-year-old bully, but I managed to jump to my feet at once,
with the bat still in my hands, and grabbed Sally, rushing out to
the street through the back-doors. Kurt and Andy followed us. We
ran down a side-street for a few minutes.

“You saved our lives,” Kurt said.

Sally kissed and hugged me. “You’re the
best, Scrumps.”

We came out on a main street, and I flagged
down a cab. I could see everyone was immensely impressed with this
as well.

“Are you from West or East Pakistan?” I
asked the driver, after I got into the front-seat, letting the
others have the back. Lloyd had told me to ask this question to a
cab driver so that they wouldn’t cheat you and drive you
unnecessarily around the city. I was hoping Una was going to pay
for this when we got home and I tried to keep the cost down.

“Where you going, kid?” the driver asked
with a laugh. Sally gave him the address.

“Do you know where the Bronx is?” he asked.
I nodded and rolled down the window to avoid his tobacco smoke.
“That’s the part of Pakistan I’m from,” he said, “the Irish part.
What about you? What part of Pakistan are you from?”

I saw he enjoyed himself and that Lloyd’s
advice had again paid off. I shrugged and eyed him kindly. He was a
wiry fellow who looked like a boxer. “I’m from the English part,” I
said.

When we arrived, the cab driver pulled right
into the driveway.

“You don’t seem like a rich kid,” he said.
“What did you do? Muscle in on them?”

“I’m adopted,” I said. I could see the fare
was nearly eighteen dollars, but I didn’t know whether that was a
lot or a little. To my utter surprise, Sally passed him a plastic
card and he looked it over, laughing again. “This is yours” he
asked Sally. She nodded. “How old are you?”

“Eight,” she said.

“An eight-year-old with her own American
Express,” he said softly, clearly amazed. “We don’t take it. I want
cash.”

Sally gave him a twenty-dollar bill.

“Where did you get that card?” I said when
the cab had left.

“From Mary. Are you going to come for a
swim?” she asked Kurt and Andy. They both nodded. We swam the
afternoon away. I was very happy.

“Sally and I are going to mass at eleven
o’clock in Kearny tomorrow morning,” Mary said at supper. “We’d
like you to come.”

“Is that where you get the plastic card
Sally has?” I asked.

“That’s a different church,” Stan said.

Mary and Una laughed. “Will I still be able
to go flying with Dad first?” I asked.

“Oh, I forgot,” Mary said.

“I can have you back by eleven,” Stan said,
“if you’d like to go. We were going to land in Washington, but we
can do that run another time.”

“Don’t you go to church?” I asked.

“I have no idea what’s out there in the
world of the hocus-pocus,” he said, “and the truth is, neither does
anyone else, no matter what they say.”

“You have to have faith, my full grown
child,” Una said, contradicting Stan and looking at him
mischievously with her big happy brown eyes. “Lots and lots of
faith. The more faith, the clearer the path. Jesus gives everyone
the gift of faith.”

I nodded almost imperceptibly, agreeing
completely that Jesus did just that, but I didn’t want to appear to
choose one path over the other. I hadn’t detected any friction in
the household over it, but there was clearly disagreement. That
night during my second sleep, as I held Sally, I asked her what I
should do.

“We can go flying first,” she answered. “Mom
won’t mind, but then we should go to church with Una and her. Una
doesn’t believe in the Catholic Jesus, but she still goes to church
with mom. We’re Catholics, but not Dad or Una. Dad doesn’t believe
in God. Una doesn’t believe in the Pope.”

“I don’t know the Pope,” I said, “but I know
Jesus. He comes to me in my dreams.”

“Why is your thing always hard when your in
bed with me?” she asked.

“Because I love you.” This seemed to satisfy
her and she kissed me on the mouth. “It’s supposed to go inside a
girl when you love her,” I added.

“Don’t do that. It would hurt.”

The last thing I wanted was to hurt her, and
besides, Lloyd had told me that splashing inside a girl makes
babies, so this answer didn’t bother me at all. “I won’t,” I
whispered and kissed her again.

The next morning, Stan took us flying. After
lift-off, he let Sally take the stick while he found his place in
the book of aviation, Power of Flight.

“The hardest part in learning to fly is
judging speed,” he read aloud. “At first it seems hard to know.
Knots Calibrated Airspeed for instance is speed graduated to equal
knots true airspeed. Knots Indicated Airspeed shown on the KIAS
speed indicator is speed expressed in knots. Maneuvering speed,
maximum-flap extended speed, maximum structural cruising speed,
never exceed speed, stalling speed, best rate of climb speed, all
indicate different operational speeds. Although you should know how
the demonstrated crosswind velocity of the plane and the nautical
miles per gallon interplay, with practice, it all takes on a life
of its own. You’ll acquire a sense of wind force, how it interacts
with speed, fuel, and maneuverability. With practice, you’ll always
know where you sit in these regards while piloting the craft.”

Stan read for a few minutes more and then
Sally and I traded places. The sensation of flying a plane is
exceptional. With Sally, Una, Mr. Vondt, Stan, and Mary, my life
had already become a fairy tale. Added to that, the mansion, my
room, organized baseball games, swimming lessons, and a promised
credit card, it was a complete disconnection with my old life.
Flying definitely put it over the top. It was a feeling of power
and freedom, of being above the world, of being in control and of
being in a dream.

Before me, there were fifty or so system
indicators, markers, or lights on the instrument panel. I had
memorized them all, even the unimportant ones like the cigar
lighter and ashtray. I knew in my heart, Stan was enormously
impressed. Sally had overheard a conversation between him and Una
with respect to my progress in swimming, flying, education, and so
forth.

“We’ve hit the jackpot in that boy,” Stan
had said.

I didn’t know what kind of pot that was, but
Sally said it was a valuable one.

We flew over Long Island to Rhode Island,
then I flew over the Long Island Sound on the way back. The water
was calm and quiet. A few sails were out and they appeared to be
anchored and unmoving. After we arrive home, we went to mass with
Una and Mary. The Catholic Church was enormous and there were
paintings everywhere. One painting of Jesus with his heart outside
his body circled by shining light captivated me. He looked exactly
as he did in my dreams. The choir music during the mass swept me
away in prayer. I talked to Jesus and asked him to guide my life.
The tall lean robed priest at the front of the altar held up the
chalice with great dramatic effect and took to the pulpit sometime
afterward.

“Today, I’ll talk about Jesus’ best friend,
Simon Peter,” he said, his face a mask of reverence, accented with
his short grey hair and his fiery eyes, “the man who built the
church, and the most important apostle. Jesus appointed Simon to be
the first pope, making every pope a friend of Jesus. Simon was the
rock the church was built on. He suffered a martyr’s death in Rome
at the hands of Nero and was given the keys to heaven by Jesus
himself.”

He spoke of Simon for some time. I was
rather disappointed. I’d hoped to hear more about Jesus. When the
mass was over, Mary took me to see him. I shook his hand.

“Jesus visits me in my sleep,” I said
proudly to let him know we could be friends, but this seemed to
make the priest unhappy and Mary embarrassed.

“Jesus attends to his whole flock through
his ministers,” he said kindly. “To say he personally comes to
earth to visit you is incorrect.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“The church is Christ’s institution in the
world. Through it, the Word of God is spread. He’s the way and the
light, but you must walk a path to him following the rules of the
church. You can’t make up your own like some Protestants do.” He
put his hands on top of Sally’s head. “How are you Sally?” he asked
gently.

“I believe Christian,” Sally said. “Jesus
comes in his first sleep and fills him with love which he passes on
to me.”

“As you can see, much has changed in our
household,” Mary said. “They’ll come around, Father.”

“I’m sure,” he said softly. “Hello, Una,
how’s your mother?”

“Much better now.”

They chatted for a time, and I stared at
Sally in wonder. I loved her so badly in that moment that I became
short of breath. Later, we arrived home and swam in the pool.
Already I could use the slide and kick myself to safety. We laid
out in the sun afterwards and Una brought us cold Coca-Cola and Mr.
Salty potato chips. Una wore a white and red dress and a white
kerchief over her head. She dangled her big black feet in the water
at the shallow end and smiled over us like the happiest creature on
earth.

“Tell me about your mother?” I asked.

“Clara is her name,” Una said. “She’s a
little tiny woman, hardly a shadow of her big Una. She’s been
ornery this last year and not herself. I recently found out why.
She had to go to the hospital for a heart operation, but she’s
alright now. I may have to return to the island for a few weeks to
look after her though.”

“What happened?”

“She’s getting old.”

“Tell us about your life in Jamaica,” I
asked.

“The island is full of bad men,” she said,
looking sadly into the water and then up at the sun. “They sell
drugs and weapons. I returned to the island in the first month of
1960 and worked at a jerk shop, one which later, I bought. Under my
guidance, following my recipes and prices, and with the former
workers, it did well. I didn’t buy into the boss-racket and didn’t
pay tribute-money. My first place, The Kingston Jerk Shack, became
well known on the island. Within years, I’d seven of them from
Montego to Santa Cruz to Spanish Town.

“During this time, I fell in love with a man
who also tried to find success in the eatery business. In Kingston,
it’s a singularly difficult thing to do. He was a master chef,
Acomite Williams, and could cook up wondrous recipes. He was a
small thin man with a moustache and a teasing smile, my catchaman,
and I called him Sweet Peewee. Aco was a kind gentle man, not these
la-di-da bag of vain-glorious Rastifarians, who run on the beach
half-naked, and smoke Guanghua, dancing Reggie through the
night.

“His specialty was cooking for large groups,
weddings and such, and some of his creations were in great demand.
His Pepper Crawfish from the Pit was first-rate. He did Étouffée
with Seafood and Veggies. I remember a Jambalaya recipe, a spicy
rice dish with dolphin fish and deep-fried plantain, pineapple, and
breaded beef chunks. He had a large place, the Poppa-Box, down near
Trenchtown on Lyndhurst. I loved going there. The smell of baked
bread and garlic filled the air in the whole neighborhood in the
evenings. He did Jumbo, Cajun, Creole, and Jerk. The people loved
him, but unlike me, whose shop was small and not worth anyone’s
bother, his soon became the hottest spot on the island. The
tourists came in buses, even during the noon-hour. He soon had over
a hundred workers making serious earnings, but the thugs started to
hang around and muscle in on him. Kingston is a Rasta-infested
mafia-controlled marihuana-benumbed sewer.”

She looked down at us as though suddenly
realizing who she spoke too. I was a afraid she would bolt. I urged
her on. “What happened, Una?” I asked.

“My little Peewee, took my advice, wouldn’t
he?” This was said with some bitterness. “He fought back.” she
continued. “He refused to be gouged and strong-armed.”

I knew exactly what she meant and didn’t
need the words explained.

“At first, the Police came and guarded the
Poppa-Box,” she added. “For sometime, it looked like we’d won. Then
one late night as we left work, the police were nowhere to be seen,
the lummoxes came, sober and mean, big black dregs sent by the
top-dog. They threatened us and I cursed them badly. One of them
struck me in the head with a rifle-butt and knocked me to my back.
Aco struck him back and while I laid there on the ground, they
mocked him for his small size and jeered me as an ugly fat mama. He
tore into them and they beat and stabbed him several times. When
they saw what they had done, that it had gone too far, they fled,
the cowards that they be. When I took poor Aco into my arms, I knew
he was fearfully hurt. He trembled and the blood was everywhere. I
screamed for help, but before anyone reached us, I lifted him up
and raced to the car. Before I made it to the hospital, he died,
right there in my car, his head on my lap.”

Una’s story was horrifying. All the more so
because she was sobbing softly. Were there no nice places in the
world except for the Tappets?

‘“How did you meet Mom and Dad?” Sally asked
also crying softly.

I realized she’d never heard the story
before. “That’s another tale, another time, child,” Una said and
caressed her hair, “but I was already friends with them by then.
But I loved my Peewee and when they buried him, I knew I would
never find another. He was a wonderful man and loved me to my soul.
The world’s full of suffering and everybody gets their fair share,
but enough crying for today.”

She wiped the tears from Sally’s eyes, and
from the look on Una’s face, I realized the depth of their love.
Una returned to the house. My inclusion into the family was now
complete. Una would never have told me that story unless something
had changed. Sally and I continued to play in the pool. Kurt and
Andy came by. Una served us sandwiches and cold drinks. Stan and
Mary came home early and we’d supper outside, a barbeque prepared
by Una, with hot dogs and hamburgers. Kurt and Andy’s parents came
straight from work and were dressed in business clothes. Bert was
in a gray-blue suit, with a pale blue dress-shirt and a dark
navy-blue tie with red stripes. His shoes shone below his cuffs.
Beth wore a silky solid-blue colored suit-jacket with a matching
dress. The pearl necklace around her neck was simple and elegant.
Her makeup was very light, but with her blond hair, it had a bounce
above the shoulders, and with her light blue eyes, she could have
easily been mistaken for Sally’s mother by looks alone, a pretty
woman with thin eyebrows and smooth skin.

I’d have liked to have seen her in a bathing
suit. Bert himself was a tall fit man, but you could already see
grey hair, more so than even Stan, who also had plenty. Mr. Vondt
also joined us, and another couple, Ken and Vivian Roxton. Ken was
a war buddy of Stan’s but didn’t fly planes. I didn’t quite yet
understand that. They worked together now and the Roxtons lived
nearby. Ken was a robust and well-built man of around Stan’s age.
I’d seen him several times and took him to be Stan’s closest
friend. Una had also told me he was one of Stan’s allies inside the
Tappet structure. I didn’t get that either. After all, Stan owned
it. Ken had known Stan from the beginning of Tappets and had
invested in his inventions in precision machine tools. Vivian was a
short petite redhead in a cherry-red and summer-green dress. It was
the best meal I had so far at the Tappets and I’d double servings,
as did Sally, Kurt, and Andy.

“You need to have some Champagne this
evening,” Una said when she caught me alone.

“Why?” I asked.

She rubbed my head. “Be patient, my
full-grown child.”

“Why am I a full-grown child, Una?”

She leaned into my ear. “You are a child in
your first sleep, if not one in your second?”

I flushed and looked into her eyes. Sally
must have told her about me coming into her room nightly to sleep
with her, but I could tell right-off, she’d no judgment about it. I
was beginning to learn a little of Una. Sleeping with Sally was an
event which made me neither good nor bad in itself. That didn’t
define a moral state of being no matter what your age. This
contradicted everybody else who I’d heard an opinion from on the
subject of sex. It would take years to learn that Una didn’t
believe details should ever blind someone from the bigger picture
of life, and why it’s one of the most important, and hardest
lessons to learn in life. Stan lifted up a glass of Champagne.
Everyone followed suit, and I did likewise, looking from face to
face, settling on Mary’s, whose eyes watered.

“Here’s to the future of our son,” she said
solemnly.

My eyes darted to Stan’s. “It’s official,”
Dad said, returning my gaze, “and legal. We received the papers
today.”

I didn’t know my adoption had ever been in
doubt, but this too, takes years for a kid to learn, especially in
America, a promise is not a promise until it’s legal, and then,
even then it’s in doubt. “Welcome to our family,” Mary said and
embraced me. She smelled like flowers. I thought of my birth mother
and how happy she would be for me. I wanted to go and talk to her,
but of course I couldn’t at that moment. Everyone welcomed me and
hugged me or shook my hand. I felt like crying. Una brought out a
chocolate cake. Ice-cream was also served with butterscotch or
chocolate toppings, or both. I’d the cake with both kinds of
toppings on the ice-cream. It was scrump-delicious.

“What would you like to do tonight?” Mary
asked. “Your choice.”

I looked at Sally. “I’d like to see The
Planet of the Apes,” I said.

Sally, Kurt, and Andy all shouted in
support. “So would I,” Stan said and it was decided.

After the company had left, Una, Mary, Stan,
Kurt, Andy, Sally and myself were off to the movies. “Does Una know
about us?” I asked that night afterwards when I lay with Sally.

She shrugged. “I never told anyone,” she
said, “but Una knows everything, so I think she must. She never
sleeps and is always in the kitchen preparing food and eating. She
practices magic and controls everyone who eats her recipes. I heard
my mom and dad discuss it. She controls them completely. She’s a
Rasta-Witch.”

I laughed lightly. It was hot in the room
and we were sticky. “Let’s sneak out for a swim?” I said. “We’ll
see if Una’s always awake.”

We dressed in our suits and snuck quietly
down the stairs. No one was about, the kitchen was empty. We swam
in the pool, but didn’t play for long. While I kissed Sally in the
shallow end, I noticed a curtain downstairs flutter.

“Someone’s up,” I warned. We crawled out of
the water, dripping up through the pantry to Sally’s bedroom. Una’s
bedroom door was open.

Under the covers naked, our bodies were
fresh and cool, and we kissed and hugged. “Have you ever bled from
your button?” I asked as we lay in each others arms. She shook her
head, clearly frightened by my words. “Girls get periods and bleed
below for several days every month,” I told her. “It hurts. Soon
after you get your first period, you can make a baby if a boy
splashes inside you.” I could see that I’d gotten her nervous.
“Sorry,” I whispered and fell asleep.

I left at near four o’clock and Sally was
sound asleep, but I couldn’t get back to sleep myself. At dawn, I
rose and dressed. I was going to leave a note that I was going to
see my mother, but everyone but Sally was up. Larry the chauffeur
was standing at the kitchen island reading the sport section of the
newspaper and drinking coffee. Una passed me a glass of ice-cold
milk.

“Why are you up so early, Christian?” Stan
asked, checking his briefcase.

“I wanted to visit my mother’s grave and
tell her about the news. I know she’ll be happy.”

He scratched his head. “Why don’t you gather
some flowers for her and Larry will drop you off on the way.”

Everyone laughed and Larry nodded. Mary came
into the kitchen. “What so funny?”

Una told her and she kissed Stan
affectionately on the cheek. “You’re so cute, dear. You left your
YISs in my office upstairs last night, I put them on the desk in
your den.” She rubbed my head. “It’s a good idea, Christian. We’ll
drop you off, if you’ll come straight back. Remember, Mr. Vondt
arrives before noon.”

I nodded and rushed out of the house to
gather flowers. It was startling to me that they had both had
essentially similar responses, as though they were expecting it and
knew what to say. They dropped me off and I thanked them and kissed
Mary on the cheek. I was emotional and almost cried. At the
gravesite, I carefully placed the flowers and spoke to my mother,
sitting on a tombstone beside hers. I told her of my love for Sally
and more of my new family, including Una, about the Arckon family,
Mr. Vondt, and about my party last night, but I suddenly felt
myself being watched. I rose, not alarmed, but feeling defenseless.
I scrambled up into a nearby tree until I saw Lloyd come along and
look up through the branches.

“What are you doing up there?” he asked.

I climbed down. I’d forgotten how thin he
was, how his eyes were greedy and cruel. He was blond but with no
fairness about it, perhaps because he kept his hair cut so short.
His face, which formerly had struck me as formless, was also
angular and atypical of an underfed adolescent his age.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I came to see you. I’ve been watching for
you.”

He drew up and tried to kiss me. I pushed
him away. “Don’t touch me that way again,” I said hotly. “Never
again.”

“You’re too good for me now?”

“I never liked it. I did it out of fear, but
I’m no longer afraid.”

“It’s okay for you. I’ve no one. I’m all
alone.”

“You’re tough,” I said coldly, “you’ll get
by.” He slapped my face, and I must say, I deserved it. “I’m
sorry,” I said. “What do you want?”

“Will your new family help me. If I don’t
get out, I’ll be destroyed.”

I shrugged, not greedy of my good fortune
and genuinely wanting to help him, but also, I didn’t want him in
my life. I realized I was paralyzed, and as well, I didn’t want to
falsely raise his hopes. I was so torn by conflict, I thought I
might get sick to my stomach. “What’s happened?” I asked.

“I’m being forced to work for Digby,” he
said in a rush. “They hurt their scores now, you know, their
tricks. You can’t do anything with the scores either or Digby and
the others will beat you and call you awful names. I heard they
bashed in a few tricks in Central Park, you know, killed them, poor
buggers. I want out, but Dalmer and Darren spy on me. I’m
trapped.”

I had heard of Digby, a nineteen-year-old
Italian who had connections with bigwigs and I knew Dalmer and
Darren, two fifteen-year-old orphan Irish brothers who were the
worst bullies on Carling Street. They were really mean and like to
hurt their marks. “I can speak with my father. I don’t honestly
know what he will say. If he helps me, you can never tell him about
our relationship. Do you promise?”

“I’d never say anything anyway. I’m not a
faggot. I just liked you. I still do. There were no girls at
Carling Street, remember?”

“Okay. I believe you.”

“There’s been a guy asking around about you
at Carling Street. I didn’t see him, but Dalmer told me. He gave
him a couple of fins for info.”

“You’re kidding?”

“No man. Dalmer said he was a wiry guy with
curly hair.”

I couldn’t think of who it could be and
wondered if Stan had hired someone to find out about my past. “You
helped me out,” I said. “I’ll see what I can do for you.”

We shook on it and I left. When I returned
Sally was up and I told her about my meeting with Lloyd, but not
the part about the man asking about me. “Go and talk to Una,” she
suggested and kissed me.

I found Una in the pantry. “You must stop
scratching your scar, my full-grown child,” she said.

“It itches sometimes.”

“Resist the urge to scratch.”

“Lloyd helped me at Carling Street,” I said
with tears in my eyes after I told her about my meeting with him.
“He made sure the bullies didn’t take my things. It was horrible
there and he protected me. It cost him a lot of problems and he has
asked me to help him back. The bullies are forcing him to work for
Digby, a bad man who robs and kills for other bigwigs. Two bullies
at Carling Street are watching him. I promised I’d ask my dad what
he could do, but I’m afraid. What will Mom and Dad think? Will they
think I’m causing them too much trouble or that I’m a bad person
for being a friend of Lloyd’s?

“I see your problem, my full grown child,”
she said. “To stand up by your people is a sign of strength. I love
that in a person, especially one so young. You’re a good boy.
Tonight, after supper, go with Sally and talk to them. I’ll give
them the heads up and they’ll be open-minded. Trust them. I’ll tell
you something about why I’m their friend. They’re the best people
I’ve ever met . . . your parents are wonderful, as you will learn.”
Una hugged me and my heart filled with love for her. “Go play with
Sally. Mr. Vondt will be here soon enough.”

Sally and I called on Andy, then swam in the
pool. At noon, I joined Mr. Vondt in the Rose-room. I’d forgot to
put on a shirt and was distracted enough not to hear my regular
inner warning, when he didn’t ask me to go put one on. That sort of
psychological background noise was all around me, but that day I
was lost to it. A large chalkboard had been installed and I started
with printing and cursive writing. He always kept the double-doors
to the outside locked, the front door closed, and the curtains
drawn. He’d said it allowed me to concentrate, but I always felt
closed-in.

“Go slower, Christian,” he said softly.
“Your writing is improving, but your spelling is still
atrocious?”

“What does atrocious mean?” I asked.

“Terrible.” He rose and came to the board.
“It’s your single major problem in passing the test to get into the
school.”

He wrote the word your on the board. “We
have only two weeks left,” he continued. “Your, you’re, and yore,
are three completely different words. Your is possessive. It’s your
future and you’re learning fast.” He wrote the word you’re on the
board. “You’re – You are learning fast. Yore is a thing of the
ancient past. For example, in times of yore, the knights wore
armor.” He wrote the word, their and there. “Their purchases are
paid for over there.” He continued with two, too, to, and other
anomalies of the English language. “When you take the test,” he
warned, “think before you write. Go slow! It’s your best bet.
Remember, y-o-u-r is possessive.”

He took out the book I was reading aloud to
him, The Hobbit, by J. R. R. Tolkien. While I read, he checked my
homework from the weekend. Although The Hobbit seemed like a good
story, I’d trouble with the words and it went slow for me. Every
third or fourth word I read, needed clarification by Mr.Vondt. I
knew he had hoped I would finish it by September and would start
reading a continuation of the story, The Lord of the Rings, by the
same writer, but I found it hard.

The lesson went much the same as the others.
But near the end, something happened that I had been dreading from
the day I met him. I was at the part where Bilbo was lost in the
black orc-mines under the Misty Mountains. This is where Bilbo
finds the ring and outwits the vile creature, Gollum. Mr. Vondt had
finished marking my homework notebook.

I struggled with misspelled sentences such
as, What has it got in it pocketes? He sat beside me closer than he
had ever risked, and then he put his hand on my shoulder and all at
once tried to kiss me.

“What are you doing?” I said and attempted
to struggle out of his embrace, but he was too strong.

“I want to talk to you a moment,” he urged
with a whisper, his hands still on my shoulders, but he no longer
tried to kiss me. “Will you stop squirming and I’ll let you go?” I
nodded and relaxed in his grip. “I have a lot of love to give you,”
he whispered. “I can teach you much about life. I’ve been
every–”

I sucker-punched him in the nose, just as
Lloyd had taught me, and jumped out of his grip. I then hit him
over the head with The Hobbit as forcefully as I could. It was a
hard covered edition, but it had no effect, moreover, his nose
wasn’t even bleeding from my sucker-punch. I should have run. I had
missed my opportunity to escape. He grabbed me and pinned me down
on the floor, sitting on top of me. He proceeded to try and kiss me
again, but I spit in his face.

“My father will kill you,” I hissed with
venom.

He drew his fist back to strike me, but
stopped himself at the last second. “I know about you and your
friend Lloyd, you little bugger.” He smiled and must have seen I
knew it to be true. He’d been the man asking about me at Carling
Street. “I visited with some of your friends,” he continued. “Your
new parents don’t know about Lloyd, do they? If you put out for him
and held your tongue, you can do the same for me. If not, I’ll tell
them what a sodomist they have adopted! They’ll send you back . . .
they’ll be repulsed and be glad you’re gone. Now, turn over!”

He raised himself off me and I pretended to
turn over, then elbowed him in the crutch, rushing out of his
reach. Then the front doors flew open and I ran behind Una who
stood there as I’d never seen her before. Her eyes were filled with
fury. Mr. Vondt’s face had turn an unearthly pallid grey. He looked
truly evil, truly scared. She said nothing for a time and when she
spoke it was no more than a rustle.

“I’ll fetch you the doctor,” she whispered
and suddenly was upon him, smashing from her right and left fists
with her huge frame pushing out the force behind them. He fell from
her blows, rose on one knee, his face already a mass of cuts and
blood. However, she hadn’t finished, and although, he tried to fend
off the final blows with his hands, they came at his ears and
cheeks and he keeled over. She stood over him shaking.

“You’ll be gettin’ out,” she cried in one
violent burst of emotion, “and be glad to be there. If I see you in
my home ever again, I won’t let you breathe one more breath. That’s
more than you deserve.”

She leaned over, picked him up by the scruff
of his shirt and pants and carried him through the house to the
front door. “Get the door, Christian,” she called. I was surprised
to see that she actually gave it the old one, two, three, and threw
him out onto the front lawn.

Sally came running to the front hall.
“What’s happened, Una?” she screamed, crying.

Una’s eyes were glazed over and she took a
large breath. “Getting rid of vermin. Oh, the stove.”

She raced to the kitchen and I took Sally
into my arms, hugging her. Then I told her the story. We returned
to the Rose-room and helped Una clean the blood off the floor. “You
were brave, my full-grown child,” Una said, “and did good to fight
back. Remember, when you’re in trouble, it’s no shame to call for
help. It doesn’t mind at all, if you’re a boy or a man.” She caught
my eyes. “You both understand, something of this has to be
explained to Mary and Stan.”

I nodded, but wasn’t happy about it. “What
will you say?” I asked.

“I’ll tell them what I saw and that you were
resisting with all your might. I’ll tell them that big Una boxed in
his ears and that we won’t see him again.”

“What about Lloyd?”

“This doesn’t change a thing. They are two
separate issues.”

To me, it didn’t feel like two separate
issues. Worse still, I had lost my teacher two weeks before the
test, and as the time drew nearer, I’d become desperate to pass and
show Mary and Stan that their faith in me wasn’t wasted. “What will
happen to my instruction?”

“I’ll do it,” Una said. “Would you like to
partake in it, Sally?” Sally gave a little giggle and nodded.
“There, problem solved. Go play.”

That night we ate together and I knew Una
had told them about Mr. Vondt. After our meal which I couldn’t eat,
I was too nervous, we sat in the living room. I again sat in a
Wassily chair and Sally sat in the powder-blue couch with Mary.
Behind me, the curtains weren’t completely drawn, and by turning
slightly, I could see part of the pool and the clusters of white
birch trees from where I sat. The two enormous pictures on the wall
were lit up tonight. One of them was of a mysterious landscape; a
wretched mountain and forest in the mist. It was silvery-blue-grey
in color and was taller than it was wide, blending perfectly into
the room. I didn’t know then that the room had been designed for
the painting and not the other way around. It was worth more than
anything else in the mansion.

Stan stood before it as though studying it
anew and then sat in the other Wassily chair beside me, turning it
to face me. Una sat on a love-seat against the wall and took up
almost the whole chair. “First of all, Christian,” Stan said, “Mary
and I wish to apologize to you. I chose Mr. Vondt and feel guilty
about it, but we are very proud of you. You weren’t intimidated and
fought back. You won’t see Mr. Vondt again. Una has agreed to
finish your educational instruction for the next two weeks. She’s
highly educated, far more so than Mary or I or even Mr. Vondt. We
are equal partners with her and have every confidence in her
decisions. From the beginning she could have done it, but she does
so much for us already, that we didn’t dare ask. We’ll get Una some
help in the kitchen for the next weeks, but we don’t want you to
think that Mr. Vondt has been replaced by someone who’s his
underling in this regard, on the contrary, she is a genius, even if
quite mad.”

Both Mary and Una laughed at this, but Sally
seemed baffled, and I know I was as well. Bringing up the matter of
Lloyd, was as hard a thing as I ever did. I simply didn’t know
where to begin and felt not too thrilled about further obliging my
new parents, but there was nothing for it. Una knew, and so did
Sally, if I didn’t speak up, they might. “This morning when I
visited my mother’s gravesite,” I said, “a friend was waiting for
me. His name is Lloyd Mills. In Carling Street, there were bullies
who made the younger kids do mean things.”

Mary was obviously shocked. “Like what?”

“They took their food, toys, money, whatever
they had,” I answered seriously. “Lloyd wasn’t afraid of these
bullies.” I’d no intention of telling them that he was one of them.
“He carried a knife and the bullies avoided him. He protected me.
They beat the other kids and made them do their chores and other
things.” The other things were sex, and of course, I could tell
them nothing of that either.

“I never realized it was so bad,” Stan said
and clenched his fists on his knees, “but this Lloyd, he helped
you.”

I nodded. The next part was the most
difficult. “The bullies are now forcing him to steal from people
out on the streets,” I said. “Some marks even get hurt.”

“By marks, do you mean victims?” Una
asked.

I turned red and nodded. I had let my cover
slip. “He begged me to ask for your help and I promised I
would.”

A long silence followed. “How old is he?”
Stan asked.

“He’s just turned twelve.”

“Darn near an adult,” Una said.

“Outside of taking him in, there’s a limit
to what we can do for this poor chap,” Stan said. “I could give him
a job after school and on weekends. Would that help?”

I nodded. “But they might take his
money.”

“Do you want us to adopt him?” Mary asked. I
shook my head vigorously but added nothing further. “What if we
found him another place,” she added, “further away from downtown
and closer to the plant.”

Stan shrugged. “That might not be possible,
but if we’re going to do it, we’ll have to move quickly. September
is only weeks away.”

When I was in my room later, I cried. I
looked at my tear-streaked face and suddenly realized I’d gained
some weight. I was like a stranger to myself again. The day had
been one of the most painful I could remember. I could see from my
present unique vantage in life that far too much suffering took
place in the world. Human happiness was in short supply and evil
was everywhere. And hatred as well. I lived with four people who
represented the best of mankind and I assumed that by being adopted
by them that I’d won in life’s lottery, however, I felt guilty too.
Was Mr. Vondt bad or was he so desperately lonely that he’d lost
his self-control? He’d tried to assault me, but he also wanted to
love me. This may sound too worldly for an eight-year-old orphaned
boy from the streets of Jersey, after all, I should have been tough
and unfeeling about my judgment toward him, but I can only say,
that’s the way I felt.

 


Chapter Three




The next day, we started our first lesson
with Una. We sat down at noon hour in the Rose room. She’d cold
Coca-Cola and snacks for us. She’d put out a new potato chip, a
ripple. I tried one. It was delicious and became one of my favorite
foods for years. The curtains were drawn and doors were open. It
was a bright sunny day and screens let the breeze into the
room.

“I’ve been reading The Hobbit,” I said,
showing her the book. “I learned math and spelling too.” I showed
her my notebooks.

She read a few pages of The Hobbit. “Sounds
a bit confusing.”

“It’s too hard,” I agreed.

She nodded. She’d brought a bag with her and
opened it up. “We’ll be reading Beverly Clearly books for a little
while.” She passed me a book, Ribsy with a picture of a dog in the
bathtub, and passed to Sally, Ellen Tebbits, with a picture of a
boy and girl our age dancing together. “We’re are going to have a
reading contest today,” Una said, “a spelling bee, a word search, a
math-quiz, a maze-find, a cursive writing competition, and a zoo
game, so we have to move right along. Sally, you start. Read until
you make a mistake.”

“Really?” she said. She opened the book. I
could tell she was confident that she would read the whole thing
without a mistake. “Ellen Tebbits was in a hurry,” she read. “As
she ran down Tillamook Street with her ballit slippers–”

“Ballet slippers,” Una corrected. “Not even
a paragraph. Phew. Now you, Christian.”

“Ribsy and the Hungry flea,” I read aloud.
“Henry Huggins’ dog Ribsy was a plain–” I couldn’t get the next
word.

Una leaned over and looked. “Try it at
least,” she urged.

“Orderilary.”

“Ordinary,” Una said. “Tonight, you can read
ahead with one another and tomorrow, we’ll see if you get any
further. Okay, let’s start our spelling bee.”

So it went, and the afternoon flew by. At
five o’clock when Una stopped, both Sally and I moaned for more.
Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday, were just as good. On Saturday
morning, Stan took me in the Lincoln to Carling Street to meet with
Lloyd. I wasn’t happy about being back. It made me emotional, but
fortunately, I didn’t see any of the other kids. Mr. Drury and Mrs.
Abbibas were there, as were two other men. Mr. Drury smiled and
shook my hand. He was Lloyd’s assigned truant officer, as he’d been
mine. He still was a sad-looking man and his eyes remained hard,
but now his gaze fell on me in a completely different manner, like
I was a normal kid, with affection I mean to say.

“I understand everything is working out for
you?” he said. I nodded. “I knew it would,” he continued softly.
“It’s wonderful of you to try and help your friend.”

He shook hands with Dad as did Mrs. Abbibas
and introduced him to the other men. Mr. Ted Mure was a man near
thirty years old and had hard brown eyes. I could tell even from
where he sat he’d a detached manner. His black hair was cut so
short that his ears looked floppy. He smelled of tobacco-smoke and
gave Stan and myself the once over with his hard eyes as he rose
and shook our hands.

You can tell a lot of a person by how they
greet you, their voice, touch, and eyes. He seemed like a good
person, and had a quick short smile, but I could tell that he
didn’t trust anyone too easily either. Mr. George Heath, the other
man, was maybe older by ten years and heavier by fifty pounds. He’d
a big nose with tiny red veins sticking out and kept his eyes
hidden behind folds of skin. He was friendlier, but I instantly
disliked him. He was a man who struck me as a sham, his beady eyes
seemed buried behind a mask of indifference.

An event occurs when you first meet someone,
an instinctual feeling that something is or isn’t genuine. People
are often wrong about these types of judgments, because they make
them casually, however, as a former orphan, mine was never a casual
judgment, but had become a survival mechanism, and therefore, was
usually right. When I’d first met my new father, I instantly liked
him, the same with Una, Mary, and especially Sally. None of the
Tappets or Una were broken people, and when people get broken, you
can’t fix them no matter how hard you try. I knew that Mr. Heath
was broken. All the men, including my father, were in suits. Mrs.
Abbibas was in a grey loose-flowing Eastern style dress which
completely covered her trim body. She also wore a silk scarf and a
head covering. From the first moment I’d met her, years before, I
knew that she was a fine person. I’ve noticed in Jersey that fewer
women than men get broken.

“I need to talk to Christian alone for a
minute,” Mr. Drury said. We crossed the hall to the room which
acted as an office for the Carling Street social-workers. “Sit,” he
said and then sat across from me, passing over the wide bald spot
in the center of his head with a quick nervous sweep of both hands.
“I need to know,” he said, “before we put your father to any
trouble. Are you just helping a friend? You aren’t up to anything
which would hurt your new parents?”

I was shocked that he would even think it,
but I understood why he would. “Lloyd is afraid that some of the
boys working for Digby have killed someone and he wants to get
out.”

His eyes became downcast. “My God, who have
they killed?” I shrugged. “Was Lloyd involved?” he asked.

“Lloyd said he heard about it from Dalmer
and Darren.”

“Lloyd hasn’t threatened you in anyway?” I
shook my head. “You genuinely want to help him?”

“He protected me against the bullies when I
lived here. I think he wants to change his life. He needs to get
away from Digby.”

“Let’s go back and see what we can do.”

When we returned, I sat beside Stan, who
rubbed my shoulders. Mr. Drury stood in the center of the room and
spoke. “Mr. Mure is in charge of the orphan system in New Jersey,”
he said, “and Mr. Heath is with the city’s social services. They’ve
come here today to expedite Lloyd’s request for our assistance.
I’ve talked in detail to Lloyd and I believe him to be sincere in
his desire to make a change. Mr. Tappet has offered him a part-time
job with his company, that is provided he stays in school and
finishes his education. Lloyd has agreed to do this.

“Mr. Tappet has also offered to help with
both training for the job and his education. One of Mr. Tappet’s
associates, Mr. Ken Roxton, has offered to take a personal hand in
this. Mr. Roxton is in Japan today and can’t be here, but I’ve
talked to him in person and trust that he’s a man we can count on.
The question of where Lloyd can live, is problematic for us. All
the homes and centers present themselves with certain difficulties
for young men. We’re not blind to their faults.

“We’ve a center near Harrison, Willowware
Place, East Newark, at least some miles away from Carling Street.
Lloyd has agreed to go there. A probation period must follow, one
year to be exact. If Lloyd does well in both areas, Mr. Roxton will
consider making his home a place for Lloyd to live. Lloyd has
consented to this probation. He has also agreed that if welcomed
into Mr. Roxton’s home in the future, to strictly abide by the
rules. I think that’s it. Mr. Mure?”

“I’m mostly concerned that Lloyd understands
that this is a great opportunity for him, “ Mr. Mure said, his face
somber and his voice as hard as his eyes, “and we won’t alter our
set routine again on his behalf. This is a one-time deal. Some
streetwise young man can’t comprehend a break when it comes their
way, but you seem to have created this one, Lloyd. Do you grasp the
seriousness of it all?” Lloyd nodded. “By gosh, then say so, young
man.”

Lloyd had tears in his eyes and I was swept
away with the sound of his cracking voice. It was sincere and
emotional. “I want this chance,” he said, “and I’ll abide by all
the rules.” He choked up for a moment and I wiped my own tears
away. “I want to thank Christian’s new dad,” he said, “and I’ve met
Mr. Roxton and he seems cool. Thanks.”

“Mr. Heath, anything to add?” Mr. Mure
said.

Mr. Heath looked at us through his
half-hidden billowy eyes. “My inclination in these matters is
pessimistic,” he said in a drone voice. “I’m dealing day to day
with young boys ruining their lives by making bad choices. Lloyd is
making an informed decision. I hope he’ll succeed, but make no
mistake, Lloyd, we won’t be sympathetic to you if you don’t follow
through. Good luck. I hope you’ll take this time to find Jesus. He
will guide your life and give you strength to get through the hard
times ahead.”

We shook hands and Lloyd hugged me. This
time I let him. Again, I took this as a great boon, and if I had
ever known what the future was to bring, I would have gone running
for my life from that venture. We said our good-byes, and that day,
Lloyd was moved to Willowware Place, East Newark. He was to report
to work at Tappets, the next day. I couldn’t have been happier, but
also, I truly hoped I never saw him again.

Before my adoption, whenever I’d visited my
mother’s gravesite to talk to her, I’d bitterly complained of what
was to become of me. Who would look after me? Where would I find
some love? I had no one. I was alone in the world. Mr. Drury had
once said orphans were the pawns of the state when he thought he
was out of hearing of any young ears. At the time, I didn’t know
what that meant, but I remembered it. The state isn’t something
that can love you. When you’re young you need someone to tell you
that you have a right to be free, to be happy, that you’re
wonderful, good, super, an angel, to love you for your sake, not
theirs, to make you part of a family. Now I’d that with Sally, Una,
Mary, Stan and Jesus.

After being adopted and becoming a secure
member of the family, my original distress of being all alone in
the world transformed into two completely different distractions,
yet connected to being a Tappet. One was keeping what I’d gained. I
believed strongly that to struggle for love within the family was
within my control. If I followed their rules, worked hard at
school, at flying, swimming, and the other tasks that were
important to the Tappets, I’d succeed.

The other distraction, was dealing with what
I took to be The First Law of Life for someone like an orphan and
other people unlucky by birth, the one which says that when
everything is going well, things are certain to go wrong. As to the
first law, I thought I could combat it by concentrating on trying
not to be too happy, on ignoring my own happiness, besides, I’d
suffered during my time in half-way homes, so I thought I’d sort of
saved up pain in arrears and earned a discount well into the
future. I figured, with the logic of a child, that my happy time
would last longer than say, someone who hadn’t experienced in their
childhood, the hardships that I had, that my past suffering counted
for something.

Some people say if you are born unlucky, you
can’t defeat the first law, no matter what you do, but for
sometime, I seemed to have done just that. Later I discovered that
it does indeed work like a bank or a discount, except it allows you
overdraft without notice of any debt and collects an exorbitant
amount of a penalty at its capricious whim. That’s just the way
life is and when you’re eight-years-old, nine coming up on
September 23, you can’t imagine the rules are so vague and
careless. It reflects poorly on the Creator.

That afternoon, Stan took me up in his
Cessna. I piloted the plane and talked to the
air-traffic-controller on the radio, giving our latitude, speed,
altitude, and so forth. On the Friday before the first day of
school, I found myself in East Orange’s Wedgewood Private School
with Una and Sally. The land around the school was slight but
covered in trees and flowers. I met my first private-school
teachers. They were young and all knew Sally. Two women and a man
examined me with verbal, written, and reading tests. They wore
grey, white, and pale-blue clothes–the school uniform. The male
teacher, Mr. Roy Barth, a singularly tall thin fellow with peach
fuzz on his chin seemed to me to be satisfied with my
performance.

“Did I pass?” I asked when it was over. It
had taken about an hour, although it felt like the whole
morning.

Mr. Barth nodded, but before he could say
anything, one of the female teachers said, “Thank you for coming,
Christian. We’ll let your parents and Una know tomorrow by
phone.”

I looked at Mr. Barth and he shrugged.
“Well, my full-grown child, how did you do?” Una asked on the way
to the car.

“They wouldn’t tell me,” I answered, “but
one of them let it slip that I’d passed.”

Una rubbed my head. “We’d no doubt.”

The following Sunday, early in the morning,
Stan knocked on my bedroom door.

“Would you like to go to Washington?”

I brushed my teeth and was downstairs in a
minute. “Is Sally coming?” I asked.

He shook his head. He’d prepared us a
breakfast of bacon, eggs, orange juice, and toast. Like every
morning, I was starved and ate quickly with lots of ketchup. I
didn’t see Mary, Una, Sally, Larry, the driver, or Isaac, Dad’s
assistant, that morning. On the way to Teterboro, Stan played the
news and it announced the Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia,
the Hippy and Yippie invasion of Chicago, and the Japanese invasion
of America. Invasions were occurring everywhere in the world and I
wondered if Dad and I’d been drafted to fly spy planes. “I didn’t
know we were at war,” I said. “Is it bad?”

Stan turned up onto the ramp to the
turnpike.

“It’s bad and it’s called the Vietnam
War.”

I’d heard of Vietnam, but didn’t know
anything about it.

“I know about Hippies” I said, “some of the
bullies sell drugs to them.”

“I wouldn’t doubt it,” he returned with a
soft laugh.

“Why did they invade Chicago? Isn’t that in
United States?”

“Saying that they invaded Chicago is a
manner of speaking. They held a demonstration there. Remember, I
told you about the presidential election.” I nodded. “There’s a
two-party democratic system in the US, Republicans and Democrats.
The Republicans held their Convention some time ago and chose
Richard Nixon, the candidate who will run against the Democratic
Nominee. The Democrats had theirs in Chicago this week and chose
Hubert Humphrey. The Yippies and Hippies demonstrated to try and
change things, especially the war. It’s very unpopular.”

“Why?”

“Because we’re losing.”

“Why is Japan invading America. Is that a
manner of speaking too?”

He nodded. “Japan this year beat Germany in
overall industrial output, making it the third strongest economy in
the world behind us and the Soviets. The only invasion on the news
in fact was the Soviets invading the Czechs. That’s a very
complicated situation. Actually no fighting took place there
either, but we won’t strain your brain any further.”

I was happy to hear it but didn’t say so.
When we arrived at the airport and parked the car, it was beginning
to warm up. “Do you want to take it up?” Stan asked.

My eyes nearly popped out of my head. “Would
they let me?”

“You don’t have your license yet, but no
rule exists to prevent you from flying if I piloted alongside of
you.”

I took a deep breath. “I’ll try and take it
up, if you’ll help.”

“Let’s look over the plane.”

I walked around the back, checking the
flaps, rudder, and other moveable parts. It was new, but I looked
at the undercarriage, the wings, and the propeller as Stan had
showed me. I scrambled into the cockpit with my heart racing and
breathing short hard breaths. I locked in the seatbelt and shoulder
harness.

“Here, have a chew,” Stan said and passed me
a Chiclet.

After I received clearance for runway 3-A, I
turned on the master and ignition switches. I made one last
inspection of the instruments, let the plane roll and checked the
brakes. Then I took the throttle to 1700 RPMS for a few minutes and
checked all the flaps.

“Everything looks fine,” I said.

“I agree. Let’s go.”

I spoke to the tower and taxied out to the
start-pointers and received final clearance, moving the throttle to
full-open and releasing the brakes. When I reached 55 KIAS, I
slowly retracted the wing flaps. The pavement was speeding by and
my heart felt like it would explode.

“Take it to 75,” Stan said. At 78 KIAS the
plane lifted off the ground and the rate of climb was moderate but
with a near maximum of RPM. Within a minute we were at 3000 feet
and I charted our air flight plan. “Fantastic,” Stan said and
rubbed my head.

If I wasn’t so nervous, I’d have been proud.
The mixture was lean, and as I leveled off, the RPMs dropped to
2000. I trimmed the elevation further. The conditions were perfect
for a smooth flight, something Stan probably had counted on, and
for the next half-hour, I did nothing but follow the flight
plan.

“What was that you said about touching the
sky?” I asked.

“I’m glad to see you remember it. It’s an
old war expression, ‘The closest you’ll get to heaven is in the
seat of a cockpit.’ One of my closest buddies in the Air Corps,
John Admen, used to say that. We co-piloted a big bird, the P-51,
for a month or so at Westover, until he left for another
assignment. He’s one of the people who helped us start up Tappets.
He runs Factory Bright.”

“The refrigerators like in our kitchen”

Stan nodded. “I was trained on the P-38
Lightning made by Lockheed then, but never flew that long either.
When I saw the F-86 Sabre, I knew I’d found my bird, and I guess it
was obvious to the powers that be as well. I wasn’t in it a month
and was called up for tour in the Korean War. Over fifteen hundred
airmen died there. I was in a Sabre when I was shot down by a
Soviet MiG behind enemy lines.”

His voice had kind of grown distant. “I’d
wish that on no man, son, I can tell you that.” After a pause, his
voice returned to normal. “I’ve models of the planes in my office,
even the MiG-15s. Maybe Saturday you can come in with Mary and I to
the Hoboken Office, look the place over, it’s not that big, and
Larry will take you home afterwards.”

For a while, we didn’t speak. In no time we
were over Washington, D. C.

“I radioed into the Washington International
Airport and had to circle the airport twice before receiving
clearance to land. Anybody who has flown a plane knows that the
most difficult part of it is landing. The mixture was on rich and I
turned the carburetor heat on full. My airspeed was reduced to 70
KIAS with the flaps up and as the speed dropped to 60 KIAS I put
the flaps slightly down and aligned the plane with the markers on
the runway. My hands perspired so much that the wheel was slippery.
The nose lowered too sharply, but I corrected it at once. The back
wheels touched the pavement. When the front wheels landed, I slowly
worked the brake with the wing flaps retracted. When we pulled to a
complete stop, a wave of relief washed over me. If Stan had been
nervous, he didn’t show it.

“Good job,” he said softly, “I’ll taxi it
in.”

I was half-surprised no one was there to
meet us. In the weeks I’d stayed with the Tappets, they’d become in
my eyes modest yet powerful. I pictured them as secretive magnates
who knew people everywhere in the world. Stan rented a car and we
traveled around the Capital, taking a tour of the White House with
a group of about thirty tourists. I thought many of the rooms were
ugly compare to the Tappet Mansion. They’d old furniture with
bright garish colors and flashy settings, but I didn’t say
anything. I’d once heard Stan comment that he thought America was
the greatest nation in the world and didn’t want to hurt his
feelings. However, I certainly didn’t think so myself, unless the
rest the world was in a pot of trouble. To my mind, what I had seen
so far of Jersey was pretty sad.

The many memorials and monuments in
Washington led me to understand that the we were an incredibly rich
country, yet, all they could do for me while I was in their hands,
was Lloyd Mills and stinking halfway homes like Carling Street. It
seemed inexplicable. Stan asked me if I wanted to pilot home, but I
was so drained that I couldn’t face it.

“It was fun,” I said, “but you do it.”

When I got home I rushed to see Sally only
to find that she’d gotten into trouble and been sent to her room by
Una. I knocked on her door. When I came in, she hugged me. “What
happened?” I asked.

“Una wouldn’t make me a milkshake when I
ordered one, so I fired her. She sent me up here until I apologize
to her, but I’m not going to. She’s going to be fired, you wait and
see.”

“Una can’t be fired.”

“She can so. Mom and Dad pay her. They can
fire her anytime.”

I didn’t understand how Sally could be so
dense about what was clearly evident. It was childish. The bond
between Una and Mary seemed unshakable. Every night before supper
over port, they discussed business and markets in Mary’s office
upstairs, the room which looked out above the pool and backed unto
my closet.

I could hear them laughing and talking
through a vent when I played war-bunker. The vent was behind
suitcases and empty boxes. I’d begun to avidly spy on them. I was a
tortured hungry prisoner of war, just like Stan had been in Korea,
quietly listening to the enemies’ commanding officers. Una directly
helped run Tappets. She advised Mary. Her power, whether for good
or bad, was enormous. Her word in regards to Sally and me was
absolute. Every time our names were raised, Mary always said
something like, ‘You do what you think is best, Una.’

Although Mary’s expectations to my face were
not much different than what I had heard from the closet-bunker, it
soon became clear that the Tappets definitely followed a strategy
and expected me to perform. “I don’t want her fired, Sally,” I
said. “I like Una and so do you. Maybe you should apologize and
then we can go swimming.”

Sally looked like she might pout, but I
caught her eyes and kissed her on the lips. “Okay,” she said and
kissed me back. “I’ll apologize for you.”

She was stubborn when she wanted to be and
if she got into a snit, nothing could be done for it. Your time
with her was ruined until her mood returned to normal. When we made
peace with Una, we phoned Andy and Kurt and met them at the pool.
The next day was Labor Day and we played the whole day in the
backyard with Kurt and Andy. Una supplied us with snacks and
drinks. She planned a special supper that evening with everyone
ordering what they wanted, like in a restaurant.

I ordered steak and mashed potatoes. Sally
ordered chicken wings and french fries. Mary and Stan said they
would have whatever Una was having, which to me was a mistake. Una
frequently made the meal inedible with her corky spices and putrid
sauces. Often I’d try what she had prepared for them, and repulsed,
I would hide my shudder and bolt down some juice or milkshake to
rinse the foulness out of my mouth.

When we sat down to eat on Labor Day, I was
surprised at the enormous platter put in the center of the table.
It had clusters of chicken breasts with lime, red pepper, and
sliced peaches on a bed of bright green lettuce. My steak and
mashed-potatoes were scrump-delicious. I’d done my best to think
little of what was to happen tomorrow and focused instead on what
we were doing tonight. Kurt, Andy and their parents were joining us
at eight o’clock to go to Staten Island to watch the fireworks over
Upper New York Bay, but immediately after supper, Una brought out
presents for me for passing the entry test to East Orange’s
Wedgewood Private School.

“Congratulations,” Mary and Stan said
hugging me.

Sally jumped up and down and kissed me. One
of the boxes was big, and contained school supplies, a black
backpack, a calculator, and other items. The second was small and
was a black watch with a picture of an F-16 fighter aircraft on the
face of it and with my name engraved on the back. The third turned
out to be my new school uniform.

“Try it on,” Una ordered.

I left to my room and put it on, looking in
the mirror. Again I was a stranger to myself. However, I must
admit, with my short blond hair and blue eyes, I looked like a rich
kid ready for school. I didn’t feel like one and realized I
probably never would, but that was okay, too. I also noticed that
my scar was almost undetectable now. I returned to the living room
and everybody was happy. It had quite an effect and when I
suggested wearing it to the fire display, everyone laughed.

“Go and change, silly rabbit,” Una said,
“that’s only for school, not for play.”

The last thing I remember of that day is the
beautiful fireworks, especially the brilliant blue balls of
exploding fire high in the sky. I came home dog-tired, and for the
first time since arriving at the Tappets, I slept through the
entire night without going to see Sally. I dreamt of fireworks and
they didn’t stop for the whole night.

 


Chapter Four




“What’s wrong?” Sally asked as we sat for
breakfast the next morning.

I could see by the look in her eyes that she
wasn’t angry I hadn’t slept with her, only concerned. “Nothing,” I
whispered. “I just slept through.”

She was in the school-uniform, a blue dress,
kerchief, white socks, and black shoes. Her long hair was in two
braided pigtails and she’d a blue ribbon in her hair. She looked
wonderful and I was excited, and also angry at myself for not
waking up at one o’clock to cuddle with her.

Una prepared us cereal, milk, fruit and
toast with jam. “I’ll bring the car around,” she said at twenty to
nine. “Brush your teeth carefully, wash those faces.”

“Let me fix your hair,” Sally said when we
were alone in the bathroom.

We kissed and hugged for a moment, then
headed into the back of Una’s black Cadillac, buckling up. Una
pulled up at East Orange’s Wedgewood Private School ten minutes
later.

“Go to it,” she said without any fanfare but
with a broad smile. “Grade four’s a piece of cake. I’ll be here at
four.”

Sally and I both kissed her. The bright
morning sun was quickly warming the air and the early students
gathered under the tall pine trees facing Tobler Street. Sally and
I were joined by Andy and Kurt about three trees down from the
front entrance. Kurt started grade five this morning. A thin
grade-six boy with a short crown of curly black hair greeted us. He
stood nearly a foot taller than me. Kurt introduced us. Wally
offered his hand, but it was a cowardly shake without any
firmness.

“How come you haven’t been to Wedgewood
before?” he asked in a high-pitched voice.

“I needed an operation first,” I said, “the
surgeons had to removed half my brain.”

Everyone laughed. Una had come up with this
line, and some others, I should recite if I was asked just such
questions.

“I was so excited this morning,” Wally said,
trying to outdo my joke, “that I brushed my teeth with Brylcreem
and put Pepsodent in my hair.”

I could tell he was trying to impress Sally,
who laughed politely. If he put anything into his hair, why was it
frizzed and fluffy. He looked like a goof. A sudden urge to
sucker-punch him nearly overcame me. I looked over at Andy and
recognized that he saw the hatred on my face. I pretended to cough
for a moment to cover it up. Sally and I were in the same grade
with a teacher about Mary’s age dressed in blue slacks and blouse,
with a neckerchief like the uniform. She had a protruding stomach
and I wondered if she was pregnant. Our seats were assigned to us
and I was at the front beside Sally. This was a lucky break.

“Welcome to grade four,” she said without a
smile, or at least her smile was in her eyes and not on her lips,
if such a thing can be observed. She took attendance and passed us
name badges looking at me with kind eyes. I counted the students,
fourteen, nine of them boys. Competition for Sally would be fierce
and I’d never be able to openly show my possession.

“This year we’ll be learning several new
topics,” she continued after her preliminary tasks were done. “In
new math, we will learn geometry and algebra. In English, syntactic
structures, proper grammar, complex sentences and naming of the
parts of speech.”

As she continued, I became alarmed about the
work toll, especially since, everyone around me remained quite
calm. Some of the topics she mentioned I’d no idea about. To learn
so much so quickly was literally impossible. I opened a notebook to
take notes, but Sally shook her head. Exhausted by the time lunch
hour came, I wanted to go home.

“What’s wrong?” Sally asked as we sat for
lunch.

“Aren’t you worried about how much we have
to learn in grade four?”

She shrugged. “It’s almost a whole year.
Let’s go out and play.”

On the schoolyard, Sally and Andy introduced
me to Jeremy Harrison a grade-five classmate of Andy’s, shorter
than him and with blue eyes and blond hair.

“This is Kelly Ann and her brother Shawn,”
Sally said. I nodded. Shawn was in grade three, a short wiry seven
year old, his sister was in our class. “You remember Thomas,” she
added. I shook Thomas’ hand. I’d already met him this summer and he
was a big gentle lad with a nice smile. He was in the other grade
four.

“No touch-backs and no timeouts,” Andy
shouted. “If you quit during a run, you’re out for good.”

To my surprised Andy agreed to be, it. He
jumped from his position and dashed for me, tagging me easily.
Though taken by surprise, I eyed Thomas, but he was focused and
ready, so I faked to Sally chased her for five yards or so, and
then, spun on my heels and dove for Thomas. I tagged him.

“All right,” I shouted in victory.

He wasted no time and darted toward Jeremy,
who he dogged down and tagged by sheer superior speed. Jeremy
cussed and ran for Sally, but she scooted away out of his reach and
outran him even though he put everything into it.

“You tit-less bitch,” he swore when he gave
up.

The tit-less part was true of course, but
quite beside the point. Being nearby, I immediately flew at him,
punching him in the belly and then in the face, finally pushing him
to the sand. A male teacher was between us at once, a fit tall
dark-haired man with a brush-cut. As Jeremy rose, I saw that he was
more shocked than hurt, and was successful in holding back his
tears in front of the others.

“Jeremy, what happened?” the teacher said
surprised, as though the school had never seen a tussle between two
boys in the schoolyard before. Jeremy looked up, shaking.

“I was just playing tag, Mr. Morton, and he
jumped me.”

I offered no comment. I’d seen many an
orphan at the halfway homes on the right side of an altercation get
blamed and receive punishment for getting their story muddled
up.

“Why?” Mr. Morton asked him.

“I don’t know,” Jeremy said with a guilty
whisper.

“He called Sally Tappet a very bad name,”
Andy volunteered. “He got what he deserved.”

Mr. Morton eyed Sally, who nodded. He looked
then at Jeremy.

“Is the matter over?”

Jeremy nodded and so did I. We shook hands,
but before we could continue, another teacher approached and
whispered in Mr. Morton’s ear. She was a middle-aged woman, homely
and with her hair all over her face. I remember thinking that if
she was so sloppy on the first day of school what would she look
like in a week, or even on the last day? She looked like a witch.
Her eyes wandered to mine and she smiled warmly. I knew at once she
was an orphan and knew that I had been one too. I felt ashamed for
her.

“Mrs. Perry has let me know a number of
students from grade two have informed the office of this affray,
so, they may want to talk to you two. For now, go play.”

I hadn’t sat at my desk more than a minute
for the afternoon lesson when I was called to the office. A
typewriter could be heard from behind a partition when I arrived. I
barely could see over the counter.

“Excuse me,” I said.

A tall woman with long blond hair leaned
over the counter. “Hello,” she said in a super-friendly voice. I
could see down her top inside her bra, even to the large brown
nipples of her breasts, and her eyes followed mine, but she did
nothing to cover up.

“Are you Christian Tappet?” I nodded
breathing unevenly. “Just take a seat against the wall,” she added
straightening up, “and I’ll let Mr. Adams know you’re here.”

I’d become excited and wished I could excuse
myself to the washroom, but before I could form any strategy in my
mind to escape, a stout man with short grey hair stood before
me.

“Mr. Tappet,” he said in a deep weighty
voice. “Come in.”

He closed the door behind us and it banged
loudly. My excitement had completely diminished, but now from
inside his office, I could peek a full view of the blond-haired
lady’s fine hourglass figure as she shuffled from the desk to the
counter. He must have followed my gaze. He rose and closed the
blinds.

“Mr. Christian,” he said, his voice rather
gloomy, as though he would expel me at the slightest provocation.
“In this school, we play basketball.” What he’d just said seemed
nonsensical and I noticed that his teeth were different shades of
grey. “Did you know that?” he asked further. I shrugged. “You’re a
tall fit young man and Coach Kray played ball semi-professionally.
He’s good and is always on the lookout for a young tough candidate.
He could do you a lot of good. Are you interested?”

I shook my head and saw the frown come to
Mr. Adam’s face. “At Wedgewood,” he continued solemnly, “a zero
toleration for any violence is in place, including punching,
pushing, and any physical altercation at all on school property,
before, during, and after school hours. When confronted with a
situation, even if you’re in the right, you must use your words.
Instant expulsion follows any infraction of this prohibition.
Basketball practice goes from 7:00 a.m. to 8:30, Tuesday through
Thursday, three times a week and on some occasional Saturdays. Are
you interested in practicing and trying out for the team?”

Suddenly I saw the deal and realized I was
being forced into it. “It sounds like fun,” I said. “I’ll ask my
father.”

He groaned as though he didn’t believe me.
“I understand Una’s the one to ask in matters concerning
Wedgewood?”

“I’ll ask Una,” I corrected myself and gave
him a steady look.

“You seem awfully worldly for an
eight-year-old?”

“I’ll be nine in a couple of weeks.”

“Will you now, Mr. Christian?” He passed me
the phone. “Give Una a call and see if joining the basketball team
would be okay with her. I need to know whether to return you to
your class or to expel you.”

“Expel me? For good?”

He shrugged and then added, “Those are the
rules, they apply equally to everyone. If someone cusses your
sister, you go to a teacher or come to the office and report it.
This isn’t the street and we don’t settle things with fisticuffs.
If Jeremy Harrison had hit a Tappet or an Arckon, he would already
be looking for a new school.”

Mr. Adams left his office for a minute, and
as soon as I talked to Una on his phone, I knew he had already
informed her. “I’m sorry, Una,” I said, “I didn’t know the rules.
At Carling Street, there were fights everyday. It was common.”

She giggled. “I should have warned you.
We’ll talk about it later today. Have you ever played
basketball?”

“Just hoops.”

“It’s a fun game, my full-grown child.
You’ll do fine.”

I rang off and sat down. “Una says that it
would be fine,” I said when he returned.

“Terrific,” he answered with a quick smile
and offered his hand. As I shook it, he drew me near and bent to my
ear. “Just between you and me,” he whispered, “I know a fellow like
you will never snitch on someone. If you have any further disputes
to settle, you do it off school property. Next infraction, there’ll
be nothing I can do to stop your expulsion.” He straighten out and
let go of my hand. “Back to class.”

When I returned, I could see Sally was
visibly relieved and the rest of the day passed by without
incident. When the last bell rang, I couldn’t wait to get back home
to my room. Wedgewood had frightened me. It was far more orderly
and efficient than any other school I’d ever been in. No laughter
or fooling around was tolerated in the classroom and the students
all seemed pure as driven snow, even Andy was a snitch and Jeremy a
coward. Sally brought home her friend Kelly-Anne to play Dresses
and Zoo-Animals.

My room had changed little since I’d arrived
at the Tappets. Stan had told me I could have what I wanted for it
and I had asked for two things: Hardy Boys books, some of which
Lloyd had already read to me, and Beatle’s albums. Stan had bought
me the complete series of Hardy Boys, fifty in all, and they were
in hard-cover edition, their new blue bindings in perfect alignment
on the shelf on the wall above the encyclopedia. I was on book
thirty-four, The Hooded Hawk Mystery, reading nearly as well as
Lloyd had and skipping the words I couldn’t make out. Stan bought
not just the Beatles past records like Rubber Soul, but also their
recent ones, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, Magical Mystery
Tour, and even the forbidden double-white album. He also got me
four framed split-pictures of John, Paul, George, and Ringo, taken
in 1960 when they were clean shaven, and then in 1967, when they
wore beards and dressed in hippy clothes. Moreover, he’d given me a
stereo system, with a radio-receiver, turntable, amplifier,
speakers and headphones.

The sheet of homework seemed impossibly
large, as though Mrs. Harriet was insane and cruel, even though she
didn’t appear to be either. Four whole separate sheets of
mathematical problems were attached to other sheets of mazes,
word-searches, and a map of the United States of America where you
had to print in the fifty states and their capitals.

Besides the homework sheets, I had to read a
book, and give a ten-sentence written response to it and edit a
composition for spelling. I turned on my electric calculator as
Stan had shown me, and did the four sheets of arithmetic quickly.
I’d a small library of atlases, dictionaries, and an illustrated
wildlife encyclopedia. I took out an atlas and named the fifty
states and their capitals. This assignment took the longest. I
followed it up with a ten sentence reaction to the last Hardy Boys’
book I’d finished two weeks ago, The Secret of Wildcat Swamp, which
I remembered particularly well.

My sentences were concise and short, such
as, ‘Frank and Joe thought the secret of Wildcat swamp was a prize.
It turned out to be really surprising when they found out it was
actually a wildcat who lived there.’ I checked the spelling of two
words in the dictionary. The maze took me less than a minute, but
the word-search, only a dozen words had to be found, took me until
supper, over an hour, and twice I came close to tearing it to
shreds.

How was I to survive with this much work
everyday, and now, added to it the fact I’d to play basketball
every morning and had to get up at six o’clock? My brain spun with
the events of the last months. In the kitchen, Una was decorating a
chocolate cake. I groaned and sat down at the island, greedily
eyeing the icing bowl and also feeling dejected.

“Mary and Stan are dining out tonight,” Una
said. “This baby’s all ours.” She looked up. “What’s wrong, my
full-grown child? Is the first day of school a disappointment?”

I began to tell her the story of the
altercation, but became certain that she already knew even the
small details; Andy must have already told her. Una and Andy had a
close relationship and talked about everything. I’d already heard
that anything out of the ordinary occurring at Wedgewood got home
or into the ears of parents at once. I would need to be on my guard
every day; the school was potentially full of spies.

“Why I’m really unhappy is because of the
amount of homework. It took me this whole time to do it. Now Sally
and I won’t be able to play tonight. She’ll have to do her
homework.”

Una grunted in her kind way, a type of a
grumbling hum. “Go get your assignment sheet,” she said.

When I returned, she giggled to herself, her
eyes lighting up. “You’ve already finished all of this?” I nodded.
“Look at this, would you?” She pointed to the sentence in
small-type at the top of the page. Homework for the week of Sept.
5-8, due on Monday.

“You know this is Tuesday?”

I realized my mistake and laughed for a
minute. “My homework is all done for the week?” I asked.

Una nodded and rubbed my head. A wave of
relief washed over me. “Do you think you will like school at
Wedgewood?” she asked.

“I think it might be boring, but maybe
not.”

“Not like Una’s classes?”

“That’s real school.”

“You’re smart, my full-grown child. You’ll
do well. You go tell Sally and Kelly Anne to clean up and hang the
clothes back where they got them, and put the zoo animals away too.
Ten minutes and it’ll be time to go. Ten minutes is all.”

I took my runners off and snuck up the
carpeted stairs. I crouched before Sally’s door, readying to scare
them. When I rushed into the room and shouted, they were in the
midst of a change and Kelly Anne had only panties on. They jumped
back and screamed. I laughed, and so did Kelly Anne, but Sally gave
me an angry look.

“What?” I said.

“Get out,” she shouted.

I left and closed the door, repeating Una’s
orders from outside of it and leaving. Before I fell asleep that
night, Stan let himself in after a soft knock. “I’ve found an alarm
clock to get you up for your basketball practices,” he said. “I’ll
set it for six-thirty and we can have breakfast together, then I’ll
drive you to school.”

The brand-new clock-radio was no bigger than
a loaf of bread and carried the insignia of Factory Bright. It had
numbers which turned over and a blue-tinted window to see them
through. He showed me how to set it.

“You can have music, beeping, or this: “Get
out of bed, you lazy horse,” a voice screeched out of the box.
“It’s time to go to work!”

I laughed and so did Stan. He was one of a
kind and I dreamt about him now almost every night. I hugged him
and he hugged me back. It was very emotional.

When I awoke at one o’clock, I crawled into
bed with Sally and she was awake.

“Did you get a good look at Kelly Anne?” she
asked accusingly.

I’d forgotten all about it. Truth was, even
though I was completely in love with Sally, the woman at the
Principal’s office with the large brown nipples and full breasts, I
had learned that her name was Julian Provost, had sparked my
imagination and even when I was with Sally I knew I would think of
Julian’s beautiful curves and full breasts.

“I was just playing a joke on you,” I said.
“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t do it again.”


The next morning, Una made Stan and me hot
waffles with fresh cantaloupe and vanilla ice-cream. Afterward,
Stan brought me to school and came with me to the gymnasium. His
grey suit almost glistened, and certainly, he smelled good, his
cologne was like allspice or cinnamon. To my surprise Kurt was
there. An even greater surprise was that Principal Adams was there
as well. He and Stan shook hands. They both stood the same height,
but their looks couldn’t have been more different, one trim, one
stout.

“Christian, this is Coach Kray,” the
principal said. I shook hands with a man I had spotted around the
school, someone I’d taken to be the music teacher, a well-formed
slim dirty-blond-haired man with dull blue eyes and a commanding
smile, which he flashed for me. “Good of you to come,” he said with
a mischievous smile. “This way.”

I waved good-bye to Stan as I walked away
and he winked, but continued to talk to Principal Adams which
worried me more than it should have. Coach Kray opened the change
room door and shouted in behind me, Terry, check out this fine
fellow’s shoes and see if they’ll do the job.” He looked me over
again. “My son will look after you, the tall one, inside.”

Kurt was putting on his shoes and sat beside
an older lanky teenager with a tapered-body and dark hair. He had
only a vague resemblance to Coach Kray. Though he was completely
naked when he greeted me, I didn’t mind. A dozen boys were gathered
in the room, and many of them were in different stages of dressing.
Terry had a patch of bright black pubic hair above his large penis,
made to look all the larger because like Lloyd, his knob was
covered with loose-skin which hung over and completely hid it.
Other than that, he had no body hair. If he ever tried to bugger
me, I’d have fought to the death. I’d imagine he could have ripped
someone’s insides with a thing that size when it got hard.

“Let’s see your court-shoes, pal,” he said
with a smile drawing my attention away from his mid-section. I
showed them to him and he passed them back after a brief glance.
“They’re fine,” he said.

I quickly dressed and joined Kurt on the
court. When everyone was out from the dressing room and shooting
hoops, Coach Kray blew his whistle.

“Gather around,” he shouted. “We’re going to
divide into three groups. Principal Adams will explain the tactical
merits of man-to-man, the only game we play here. Got it? We play
big. First rule, man to man. Terry’s going to teach shooting
technique, but remember, when it comes to shooting, it’s 90%
practice. I’ll be teaching you how to dribble, pass, jump-shoot,
rebound, screen, and the rudiments of the game.”

We were divided into three teams and the
lessons began, followed by a half-hour scrimmage at eight o’clock,
then we hit the showers. To my utter surprise, I enjoyed every
minute and it was all I could think about the whole day. My first
week of school ended well, the story of my altercation with a grade
five student, put me in good stead with the students of grade four,
no one tried to bully me, no one even challenged me. That Saturday
I visited Tappet’s head office with Mary and Stan. The shining
platinum modern high-rise, carried the logo on the top-floor of,
American Express.

“That’s who makes my credit card,” I said
from the backseat, unable to hide my shock. “Why isn’t the building
called Tappets?”

“I don’t understand why a sign is
important,” Mary said. “We own the building. Did your father put
you up to asking that?”

Stan laughed and I shook my head,
bewildered, but also counting the number of floors; fifteen.

“They won’t be there forever,” she assured
me as though I was an adult who had openly criticized her. “Already
they’re too big for the building and if we can afford it, we’ll
take over the floors, but we really don’t need the room. This isn’t
Factory Bright or Tappet Tapes. This is a building for pushing
paper.”

Stan grunted but I nodded. I never wanted to
be on the other side of an argument with Mary. We took an express
elevator to the top floor, and from Stan’s office windows, I looked
on New York City, especially Manhattan Island, and it drew my
attention away before I saw anything else in the room. It was a
beautiful clear day, and when I got close, I could see the Empire
State, the Seagram, and the Chrysler Buildings. In 1968, they were
some of the tallest ones standing, except for some further back of
which I didn’t know the names. The office held pieces of solid oak
furniture, and along the walls, glass-enclosed cabinets contained
replica miniature warplanes, spanning the last four decades, these
included a special place for the ones Stan had flown in the Korean
Conflict, including the P-38 Lightning and the F-86 Sabre. A
reproduction of a Soviet-made supersonic MiG-15 also took a
prominent position. The recent MiG-23 and a F-14 were my favorites.
They both looked very daunting and superior.

Large artisan ceramic pots held huge
bouquets of orchids, and on the wall opposite Stan’s desk, hung a
reproduction of a large landscape painting. I read the etching on
the frame: The Ray of Sunlight, by Jacob van Ruisdael, 1682. Three
other smaller photographs of Stan beside large lathe machines
mounted and laminated on a eight-by-five-inch embossed metal sheet,
hung below the warplanes, titled: The Tappet D+ terre-lathe,
Connecticut 1951, Tappet lathe precision with K-Q adaptor, Maryland
1953, and The Tappet-German locus-lathe XD+, Berlin 1954. I
wondered how long I should dutifully study everything.

“Hello Christian,” Isaac said and entered
the office. “I heard you were dropping by.”

I realized, looking at Isaac at work, how
striking he was with his deep tan and his trim fit. He was dressed
in a flawlessly tailored powdered-grey suit. He looked like the
president instead of my parent’s secretary.

“Your dad has people waiting. Come with me
and I’ll show you around some more before Larry takes you
home.”

Stan hugged me. “Why aren’t there any Cessna
airplanes in your collection,” I asked.

“It’s a warplane collection.”

“Can we go flying tomorrow?”

Stan looked at Isaac, who nodded. “I believe
we can, if it’s a short one,” Stan said and kissed the top of my
head. I couldn’t have been happier.

When we got to Mary’s office, it was the
very opposite condition of Stan’s. No collections, no flowers, and
no pictures. It seemed to contain only work items. It was much
bigger as well, and several desks sat in the corners with
microfiche-computers, typewriters, dictaphones, and other devices.
Generally it appeared to me to be chaotic, and when I’d to come and
work, I hoped it was with Stan. I came around behind Mary as she
worked and kissed her.

“Goodbye,” I said and noticed a small
picture of Sally and me on her desk.

“Una’s going out tonight, don’t forget,”
Mary said. “Would you like to go to Sally’s diving lessons?”

I nodded and Isaac saw me to the car. Larry
took me directly home and I sat quietly in the back without saying
a word until we got home. He was a man of few words and I respected
it. Sally and I played the whole day upstairs, until Mary came
home. We’d fresh fruit and macaroni and cheese for supper, then
drove to the South Orange Swimming Center, a peculiar-looking
structure next to the Hudson-Hoboken Secondary High School. The
September evening was perfect and I held Sally’s hand. The boy’s
change room smelled musty and faintly of urine, but it was clean
and I was alone. When I saw the diving boards, I immediately
regretted not asking what was involved when Mary had first
asked.

“You’re going to dive off that one?” I asked
Sally and stared up some twenty or so meters to the top diving
platform. She looked as scared as me.

“Hello, are you Sally and Christian?” a
teenager in a bikini asked. “I’m Liza.”

My eyes fell on a light-brown-skinned figure
whose curves were at their maximum potential. Her breasts seemed
enormous and it took every bit of my self-control to pull away from
them and nod. Her narrow face was without blemish, the teeth under
her smile, perfect. My loins ached and I felt actual pain being
that close to her.

“This way,” she said placing her hands on me
and Sally. It was the first time I ever remember thinking how
horrible it was to be a kid. She took us to the shallow end and
helped us with dives from a kneeling position and then from
toe-touch positions. Every time she’d touch me, it was torment, but
I’d plenty of sneak-peaks at her breasts. That night as I cuddled
up against Sally’s skinny warm body, I imagined Liza.

The next day when I came downstairs, the
main floor of the mansion was decorated with balloons, paper masks,
and fresh flowers. A huge pi��ata hung from one of the arches. A
sign, the length of one wall had been hand-painted in pink and blue
by Sally, HAPPY BIRTHDAY CHRISTIAN – WE LOVE YOU ! I’d forgotten
about it. I was nine years old. I lived in a mansion. Slept with a
beautiful girl. Was protected directly by an agent of Jesus. And
had the two most wonderful parents in the world. I couldn’t be
happier. That afternoon, my class-mates came to the Tappet mansion
for a party. Kurt and Andy also joined us. We played Pin the Tail
on the Donkey and smashed the piñata. The candy scattered
everywhere, and it was much fun.

“There’s a friend to see you,” Una said and
took me to the front foyer where Lloyd waited. She left us alone.
He’d grown his hair over his ears and it made him look like a girl,
but surprisingly, less threatening to me.

“I wanted to get you something for your
birthday,” he whispered, “and for helping me out with your
dad.”

I shrugged but took the gift, it was big,
and unwrapped it. It was a monopoly board-game. “Thanks, Lloyd. Is
everything okay?” He nodded. “Come on in,” I said. “It’s nearly
over, but there still lots of cake.”

 


Chapter Five




I enrolled in piano lessons, and discovered
about myself that I’d no musical talent. I could play basketball,
swim and dive, do my studies, and convince everyone except Una that
I was pretty clever. I passed grade four with a string of A’s and B
pluses.

That summer of 1970, the family traveled to
Una’s cottage for three weeks. It was a complete shock to me she
even had one. No one had ever once mentioned it. In fact, Una owned
a whole lake, and it was the prettiest lake I’d ever imagined,
completely private, a wonderful place for Sally and I to be alone
with the loons and muskrats. The cottage, though all on one level,
was large and had many rooms. It was fully equipped with Factory
Bright appliances. Everyone was happy, especially me.

In grade five, I made the basketball teams’
second line, jumped off the highest diving platform at South Orange
Swimming Center without killing myself, reached grade two in piano
lessons, and bettered my final report-card with another A. I did
especially well in history with an A-plus. By then, taking off and
landing in the Cessna had become almost routine. All in all, I was
elated.

While the school work was tedious, I’d
learned that if I spent my entire Monday evening finishing my
weekly assignments, I’d much more free time for the rest of the
week.

Every morning at one o’clock, I continued to
crawl into bed with Sally. I’d grown pubic hair and my penis now
seemed nearly twice it was when I was adopted, proving that it pays
to play with it.

Sally hadn’t had her period yet, but we’d
decided as soon as she did, we would start cuddling more
intimately. I stole some condoms from a drug store just for that
purpose.

I also stole a gold ring and bracelet from
an expensive jewelers. Sally loved them and I told her she
shouldn’t wear them in front of our parents. I also now professed
my love openly for her.

Una and Mary took us to Saint Petersburg,
Florida, for a week on March break in 1970. We stayed in a
luxurious villa with its own private pool. I remember building a
huge sand-castle with Una and Sally on the beach, just the three of
us all alone in the sun. Though I was very content, it added to a
sense of the unreal which had affected every level of my being, all
the more so because of my run of successes.

Month after month, my life took on a
marvelous quality. I enjoyed the cottage better than the Magical
Kingdom. Not so many things got in the way. But really, I enjoyed
them both enormously.

About this time, Sally became sometimes
annoying to our friends and to Una. In grade five, she began
thinking that we should be allowed anything because we were
Tappets, and I must say in fairness to myself, it was Sally’s idea
from the beginning.

Often times, I didn’t fight this degenerate
tendency, as Una calls it, as much as I should have, even though I
knew it to be wrong. Often times, I’d find myself at odds with Una
because Sally wanted something which Una had refused her.

At one point, Una even took back our credit
cards.

“Don’t you see?” I complained to Sally one
day, “Una wins every time. Why do you keep on testing?”

“Una won’t be around forever.”

I’d eavesdropped on enough of Mary and Una’s
private conversations, to know this wasn’t true, and that Sally was
being petulant, and that Mary had one time recently said to Una,
“If that child of mine were to ever be spoilt, I’d never forgive
myself.”

“Everything’s in hand,” Una had replied, “as
long as we’re on the same page.”

I began to actively coach Sally on reducing
her testy behavior and watching carefully for her mood changes.
However, though I didn’t concede to material temptations because I
was a Tappet, I did yield to being treated differently outside the
mansion.

This turned out to be worse than any sin
committed by Sally.

On Sunday September 23, 1970, I turned ten
years old and Mary, Una, Sally, and Stan, escorted me to a
restaurant near the Empire State Building, The von Covvossan, where
I was surprised to see it was closed to the public for the night
and only available to Tappet employees and other invited
guests.

Stan sat at a table at the front with John
Admen who ran Factory Bright and Ken Roxton, the president of Modal
Oil. John had flown with Stan in the Korean Conflict, but Ken
wasn’t even a pilot, yet they were all war buddies. I wouldn’t find
out the story behind that until much later. They were with their
wives, but I didn’t see any of their kids. Una had spoken to me
many times about John and Ken. I knew she particularly held Ken in
high esteem, the one who had helped Lloyd.

Mary referred to the original founders, of
whom there were six, as Stanroids, Stan’s co-founders, war-buddies,
allies, and long-time friends. Often up in her office in the
mansion, she’d complained to Una about them. How they undermined
her authority or voted against her on this or that issue, unless
Stan intervened at her request. A number of times, she’d become
furious.

Una and she would talk at length about the
company and its many ins and outs which I couldn’t even begin to
understand. Mary would complain that this executive had too much
power, or that too much protection because Stan liked him. Most of
the time this part bored me and I left or tuned out. When supper
began, I sat beside Una. Sally was on the other side of her.

“Point out the six Stanroids to me tonight,”
I whispered conspiratorially.

She wiped her forehead off with a napkin and
her big brown eyes were delighted that I was interested. “What do
you know about the Tappets’ politics?” she asked, pretending to be
surprised. I shrugged and she gently rubbed my head. “I think you
spy at the door too much and know far more than you should,” she
added. “Do you see the big man at the table across from Stan’s?
He’s dressed in the black suit and sits beside the
blond-curly-haired woman? I nodded. “That’s Gordon Whitley. He runs
the mining companies, Tay Mines and Tappet Holdings. He made the
most money of the lot this last year.”

“Even more than Ken Roxton and John Admen?”
I asked surprised. She nodded. “Even more than Mom and Dad?” I
asked further surprised.

She nodded again. “The man beside Gordon is
Graham Roberts, the president of Constant Batteries. When I first
met him in 1960, he was a slim handsome man. Success has gone to
his stomach.” She giggled. “However,” she quickly added, “not like
with Una in a nice way, but in a rather swollen way.”

What she said was absolutely true. When you
saw Una, you didn’t think uncomfortable, you thought, smooth-skin
and happiness, but when you saw Graham, you thought bloated. His
clothes were to the point of bursting. I laughed and squeezed her
hand. I instantly disliked the man. In my terms of how I’d learned
to judge men from the streets of Jersey City with lightning speed,
his face, especially his eyes, were mean and untrustworthy. How
true this assessment would turn out to be.

“The one beside her, is that his wife?” I
asked.

“No, that’s Cheryl Garland, the president of
Nexus. She’s one of Mary’s allies inside Tappets. Last year her
husband and two children were killed in a car accident. Mary has
spent a lot of time with her lately, but there’s only so much you
can do. She’s still working though and I think it’s getting better
for her. The financial-comptroller of Tappets is Jack Denison,
sitting on the other side of her with the grey thinning hair. The
one dressed in the blue suit and the old-fashioned bow-tie. He’s
also the International Spokesperson for Tappet’s interest
worldwide. He is referred to as a Stanroid as well, although he
doesn’t run any of the divisions.”

“Who is the sixth one?”

“Hiroyuki Nakamura, the President of Poss
Fast-Discs. He’s the man sitting beside Mary right now.”

The tall and debonair Asian man with hard
features looked over at me as though he knew we were discussing
him. It was spooky, but his hard features were softened by his kind
eyes and he sent a warm smile in our direction.

“He looks very rich.”

“He should for what Tappets pay him.”

“How much is that?”

She grunted. “You’ll get your nose clipped.”
Una always said that if I became too curious, especially about
things I was too young to understand. “He’s also Senior Vice
President of Tappet Electronics,” she added. “Mary admires him more
than any of the other Stanroids, and he often votes with her
against your father. His power inside of Tappet Industries has
become as great as anyone’s.”

“Was he one of the men at the hospital the
first time I saw you?”

“Those two men were John Admen’s people from
Japan who were meeting with Mary that day.”

“How is it that Mr. Nakamura is a war
buddy?”

“He’s not. But they did meet during the
Korean conflict.”

I didn’t see how he could be a Stanroid if
he wasn’t a war-buddy. This was another thing that bugged me about
life. Nothing was obvious, even the simplest things were
complicated. What could be more simple than six war-time buddies
becoming co-founders of Tappets and being referred to as Stanroids.
But no. There had to be an exception. “Why would Mom and Dad be
voting against each other?”

“Good question, my full-grown child.” For a
few minutes, our conversation was interrupted because dinner was
served, but when Una had made sure Sally was well on the way to a
good meal, her attention returned to me.

“If you’re piloting a plane,” she whispered,
“the pilot and the captain are one and the same. You can’t have a
vote on how to take off or land or even how fast you should be
flying. You’re the captain, your authority must be unfettered. When
you are running a complex financial institution, such as Tappets,
there’s room for compromise and negotiations to keep the original
partners on board. Mary is a pay as you go girl, and doesn’t want
to finance things until they’ve proved themselves in the market
place, like appliances, metals, tools, and so forth. But, to her,
the team is the biggest asset of Tappets, and she’ll make
compromises to keep the original people on board. She greatly
admires loyalty. Stan likes to spend money on ideas, gadgets, and
inventions, but much of them will never make any money. He had real
problems with Thorp Tools when he was the Executive Operating
Officer and Mary replaced him and put him in charge of research.
So, by this compromise, they try to get the best of both
worlds.”

“Who has the final say?”

“Who do you think?”

“Mary.”

“Usually it is Mary, but she occasionally
loses, and when she does, look out.”

After I had finished my supper, I saw Lloyd
walking toward us and rose to meet him. His blond hair was even
longer than before, and it had softened his eyes further and made
him appear more gentle. I remember thinking though that maybe it
wasn’t his long hair alone. With the job he had at Tappets and his
improved living arrangements with Ken Roxton, perhaps the cruelness
in his eyes had been taken away a little. The only thing which
contradicted this judgment was that his body was as lean as ever,
as though he was caught in the middle of a long war and couldn’t
find enough food to eat.

“Happy Birthday,” he said and gave me a
quick hug.

We went out of the eye of the crowd, back
behind the tables. He passed me a small gift of which I guessed
immediately was a book and I unwrapped it. “The Last of the Wine,”
I said, “by Mary Renault.”

“You’ll like it. It’s about the Greek
philosophers and their friends and warriors during the hostilities
between Athens and Sparta in ancient time.”

“Thanks. How is it at the Roxton
family?”

“They bought me a mountain bike.”

“What kind is that?”

“One with thick tires for riding anywhere
you want even over curbs. Hi, Sally.”

Sally had stepped up behind me. “Hello,” she
said. “Christian doesn’t get the rest of his gifts until he gets
home.”

“Guess what I saw last night?” Lloyd asked.
I never understood why people ask questions that way. If you ever
guessed correctly they’d be disappointed. It’s stupid. We both
shrugged. “Saturday Night Fever,” he said. “Ken took Mike and me.
The dancing in it is so real. Have you ever been to a disco?”

I’d begun to collect Rolling Stone records
and I had decided that I should hate disco. I knew nothing about
it, but I had picked up my cues from Kurt. He had told me that
disco was for fairies and Europeans. I shook my head.

“I’d love to go,” Sally said, “but our
prison-keepers would never consent.”

“Prison-keepers? ” I said with a laugh.
“They give us everything we want.”

She half-frowned. “I was just joking.”

Everyone was asked to sit and Mary rose to
the podium at the front of the hall. She was flanked on two sides
by enormous arrangements of blooms and orchids of which I hadn’t
really taken note of before.

“Our annual fiscal year statement in mid
September,” she said, her voice loud and clear, “was our fifth
straight year in a row of significantly increased sales. We’ll be
having a party in Hoboken in early December to celebrate. Last week
Tappets published the MRP merit plan which every year around this
time is completed. All the winner’s were invited tonight and
bonuses will be handed out in the next few weeks by Mr. Nakamura’s
office under Mr. Denison’s direction.”

She paused and looked out over the
gathering. “Before we bring out the birthday cake and other
goodies, to salute Christian’s birthday, I want to comment on an
issue which took place in our new London England office this last
month with Spectrum Sound. You may have heard some rumors about it.
Some executives bought a prestigious castle to set up our offices.
I interdicted and made them relocate to a more modest place, but
that fiasco cost Tappets Industry plenty. We are is here to serve
the public and we don’t show our wage-earning might nor tolerate
open displays of wealth by any of the divisions. We’ve achieved
this success by a deliberate strategy of relying on the choice for
better value by consumers, not on advertisement and duplicity of
image over quality. All of our divisions are what they are: Trusted
products. They produce guaranteed goods and take a slight profit.
We don’t boast of our success, even though we could. Let’s make
sure this doesn’t happen again. You’ve great freedom inside the
Tappet structure to create and produce, but not to spend on
frivolous matters.”

For the first time, I saw that in public,
Mary was intense. Una had told me once that she was a visionary. I
didn’t know what that meant, but I was gaining some idea. Stan and
Una came to the front hall and Mary stepped down from the podium.
They sang ‘Happy Birthday’ and everyone joined in. Sally held my
hand and kissed me when they were done. I was very flush and nearly
choked up.

Afterward, we had cake, ice-cream and such.
It being a school night, we soon left for home. I knew Sally had
only been partly kidding before about Una, Mary, and Stan, being
our prison-keepers. Someone was putting these stupid ideas into her
head and I wanted to know who or what. She’d said it was a joke,
and oddly enough, it turned out to be funny and strange all at
once. The last thing I wanted to do was to go to a disco and I
found myself on the way home asking Mary, Stan, and Una, if Sally
and I could go.

“Who would take you?” Stan asked.

“I leaned over into Sally’s ear. “See? It’s
a yes already,” I whispered. “They’re just concern about who would
look after us?”

Defiance jumped to her eyes. “Why can’t we
go alone,” she said aloud.

Mary looked at her in shock. “If you don’t
want your mouth slapped, you’ll leave that attitude for your spoilt
friends or you’ll never see the inside of a disco. Believe me, it’s
totally unimportant whether you ever go to one.”

I could see Mary wasn’t really angry, but
only being hard. “Lloyd could come with us,” I said, now desperate
to make the point to Sally that she had it wrong about Una, Mary,
and Stan.

“Larry could drop you off at eight o’clock,”
Stan offered, “and you could be out in front at eleven.”

“Eleven?” Sally complained.

Una slapped her hands together and laughed.
“My sweet thing, listen to yourself. You aren’t past ten-years-old
yet and you’d be manipulatin` everyone of us who love and care for
you.”

When we got home I opened my birthday gifts.
Stan and Mary had bought me a video cassette recorder for my
television-set. I was floored.

“Tappet Tapes are making these to compete
with Sony Betamax,” Mary said. “Stan will show you tomorrow how to
work it.”

From Una I got a copy of the VHS movie, True
Grit with Robert Duvall and John Wayne, and from Sally another one,
Yellow Submarine, a cartoon movie inspired by the Beatles with the
songs, Lucy in the Sky With Diamonds, Nowhere Man, Sgt. Pepper’s
Lonely Hearts Club Band, and others.

The gifts from them were excessive, and I
couldn’t have dreamed of the cost. A video cassette recorder in
1970 was probably well over a thousand dollars. The bugger of it
was, though, it led a short time later, two days, to a direct
humiliation of the Tappets, a shameful event for me and Sally, and
one of the days that I thought at the time would be the worst of my
life. How mistaken I’d be in that conclusion; it can always get
worse. When you’re a kid, you don’t know that.

The next morning Una drove Sally, Kurt,
Andy, and myself to school. “Make you’re way directly home after
school,” she said, “there is no one to pick you up, today or
tomorrow.”

I’d heard Mary and Una talking. Mary had
asked Una to come to the Hoboken Head Office with her to work
against a plan of Tappets to buy a car company that was in trouble.
The Stanroids were determined to purchase it.

“Mary doesn’t like the American automobile
business,” Una had told me, “she thinks the employees are
belligerent unionists.”

I’d no idea what that meant and Una didn’t
offer anything further. Monday was much the same as any other day
and the four of us had good weather for our walk home after school.
The next day, Larry dropped me off for basketball practice at seven
o’clock in the morning. Almost every Tuesday, Principal Adam joined
Coach Kray and his son Terry for practice.

I had recently started shooting better,
especially from outside the circle, and was often getting the ball.
Kurt and I played well together, having practiced extra in his
driveway with Andy. Bert had set up a hoop above the garage door.
That morning I actually did better than satisfactory, receiving
more points in scrimmage than anyone else, even Terry, the coach’s
son. I remember being elated that day. I received perfect on a
mathematics quiz, too, and in a story I’d wrote about Snowball, I
received an A.

This pretty much sums up the way calamity
falls to people. You could be having one of the best days, or maybe
somehow, because you’re having that kind of great day, The First
Law of Life for orphans or other people unlucky by birth seeks you
out like a bloodhound of disaster.

“I saw Gimme Shelter for sale at Magnavox
Electronics,” Kurt said.

This is the comment I made which started the
incident. “How much?”

“Twenty dollars.”

“I don’t have that much cash,” I said.

“What about your credit card?” Kurt
asked.

I looked over at Sally with an expression of
self-righteousness. “Una took them away from us. We took out cash
on it and it wasn’t an emergency.”

“I was hoping we could watch it today,” Kurt
complained. “They say someone is really killed in it.”

“How?” Sally asked.

“Stabbed to death by a member of the Hells
Angels. Right during the concert. You’re supposed to be able to
pick it out.”

“I don’t believe that,” Andy said.

“I could just take the tape,” I offered.

“You mean steal it?” Sally said,
shocked.

I shook my head. “No, it isn’t stealing.
They have insurance and everything. They want you to do it. It
makes jobs.” Kurt laughed nervously. “I’ve done it plenty of
times,” I added, “it’s easy.” Kurt and Andy were scared, but we
decided to go to the mall and consider it. They wanted to see for
themselves if it was as easy as I claimed. The store was small and
had row after row of products like radios, televisions, music, and
related items. “Do you have the new Rolling Stones’ video?” I asked
a tall middle-aged store-clerk; a nice-looking man.

He nodded. “It’s in alphabetical order,
second row back in the video section.”

I walked to where it was, the area was
small, and tucked Gimme Shelter under my belt. My heart hardly
skipped a beat. I took another one to the counter. “How much to buy
it?” I asked.

“I don’t think that’s for sale,” he said.
“We just rent them.”

“My friend out there, says he saw it for
sale here for twenty dollars.” The man shook his head. “It’s not
for sale,” I said after I’d come out of the store. “Let’s go.” When
we were out of sight of the store, I pulled out the video tape and
showed them. I could see that they were impressed. “I could steal
anything?” I bragged.

“Get me a television,” Kurt asked as a joke.
Kurt and Andy could only watch television with their parents and
they were jealous that Sally and I had our own.

“I didn’t mean things like that. Small
items.”

“Makeup?” Sally asked.

“What would you do with it? Una says you
can’t have it.”

“I would hide it in my locker at school,”
she said.

This struck me as reasonable. “Let’s go to
Macy’s and you can show me what you want.”

She picked out lipstick, nail-polish,
mascara, blush and eyeliner, five items in all, and only two of
them, the lipstick and eye-liner-sets were of any size. I told
Sally and Andy to wait out in the mall on a bench just outside the
store entrance. I asked Kurt to go to the cosmetic counter and talk
to the woman there about getting something for his mom’s birthday.
While he distracted her, I gathered up the items, then I joined
Sally and emptied my pockets into her purse.

“I need nail-polish-remover too,” she said
quite elated.

I hoofed it back in. “Let’s go,” I said to
Kurt, who was still at the counter. He headed for the concourse and
I took a detour through the health and beauty section, pocketing a
bottle of nail-polish-remover, a package of cotton swabs, and a
pair of sun glasses. We sat on a mall bench, whispering and
wondering what else we could have.

“Do you have a receipt for the things you’ve
taken from Macy’s?” a tall black man in a security uniform
said.

I shot to my feet ready to dart, but to my
dismay saw that my three companions were paralyzed. “Jesus,” I
whispered to myself and shook my head. “They didn’t take anything,”
I confessed softly. “It was me alone.”

The man’s eyes fell to me in such away to
imply both sympathy and genuine regret. “All of you will have to
come with me.”

He sat us in his little office, and when he
phoned the police, Sally began to cry. “What have you done,
Christian,” she whispered.

I saw that Kurt and Andy were trembling with
fear. Andy repeatedly mumbled that he hadn’t done anything wrong,
which of course was perfectly true, but he was about to cry, and it
seemed to me a little sad that he was so cowardly. The man emptied
Sally’s purse and took out the makeup accessories.

“Where’s the tape you stole from Magnavox
Electronics?” he asked. I passed it to him without argument. Once
you’re caught, you might as well come clean and be polite. There’s
no point in making matters worse. “This was just reported stolen,”
he continued. “I do believe the shop owner described you to a tee.”
I frowned, but said nothing further. “What are you kids doing with
this fellow?” he asked Sally, Kurt, and Andy, genuinely
interested.

“He’s my brother,” Sally answered between
tears.

I felt ashamed and stupid, however, I was
neither afraid nor genuinely sorry. Perhaps mostly, I was annoyed.
Left on my own, I’d have at least escaped. I’d done it many times
before. He asked for our names, and because of Sally, I couldn’t do
anything but tell the truth. The Police took a long time to arrive.
They talked to us and wrote an incident report, but we weren’t
charged. It wasn’t until I saw Stan’s face, that the full force of
what I done, hit me. He talked several moments to the officers and
then we were released. Stan didn’t say a word, until we were
home.

“What in the world were you thinking?” he
asked when we reached the foyer where Mary and Una stood to meet
us.

Mary looked quite afraid and Una was
frowning, but she left at once. “I was showing off,” I answered
truthfully and faced my parents with my head up. “I bragged to
Sally that I could steal anything. I asked what she wanted and
proceeded to get it.”

While waiting for the police, I’d scratched
the remaining trace of the scar on my forehead until it had bled.
Una came back and put on disinfectant and bandaged it. “But why, my
full-grown child?” she asked softly.

“It’s one of the things I used to do for the
older boys at Carling Street,” I said honestly.

This seemed to take the steam out of their
anger. “This will go down on your record now,” Mary said with
resignation.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means you’re a damn fool to be closing
doors before they’re all open,” Stan said. “Go get cleaned up for
supper and don’t let it happen again.”

That Sunday, needless to say, we all set off
to mass, even Stan. I believe it’s the only time he went to a mass
that wasn’t related to a funeral or wedding. I saw the significance
of it, but it only served to make me feel guilty about shoplifting.
If I ever did it again, I’d go alone. After the mass, the five of
us stayed and met with the priest, only this time we were formally
introduced.

“This is Father Mackay,” Mary said, “he’ll
speak to you in private for a moment and then you can decide what
to do.”

I followed him dutifully. Although he was
obviously an ascetic, his lean build, clean shaven face, haunting
eyes, and narrow cheeks told me that, he smiled warmly and took me
by the hand to a pew to the side of the church, into an alcove
called the apse, which lay before a marbled sculpture of the Virgin
Mary with the crucified Jesus laying dead in her arms. Many of the
candles before it were burning, their flames lightly swaying from a
breeze of unknown source. I could see Una, Mary, Stan, and Sally,
as well as the altar from where we sat.

“Do you know of Jesus, son?” he asked
softly. I wondered about his memory. When I’d first met him, I had
told him about my visits from Jesus in my dreams, but at the time,
it had seemed to make him fretful, so this time, I just nodded. “Do
you understand the Holy Trinity?” he asked.

I shrugged to this question. I didn’t have
the slightest idea how the system worked, three persons in one God.
Who could understand that? Not even Aristotle. “Try to think of the
Holy Trinity like this,” he explained solemnly. “God, the Father,
gave up his only son, Jesus, to redeem us from original sin. That’s
why he died on the cross. Even though he rose again, he died a
horrible mortal’s death. The horrendous suffering he endured, he
did for all mankind, for each and every one of us. We all live in
sin and must be forgiven. The love of the father for the son, is
itself attested in the Holy Spirit. He speaks in the tongues of
angels and comes to those believers with the greatest faith. I
myself have been all over the world and have seen many worshipers
speak in tongues of the Holy Spirit, it’s truly eminent proof of
God’s presence in our lives, if anyone still needed it. Do you
believe in God?” I nodded. Father Mackay rose, looking down, his
height well above me as I sat. “Would you like to be born again
into Jesus?” he asked. “To be baptized into the one true church of
St. Peter?”

Since I didn’t know what baptism included,
and wasn’t willing to show my ignorance, I nodded. Besides, I told
myself, whatever happened, I had it coming for my stupidity in
getting caught shoplifting and embarrassing myself in front of
Stan. However, as it turned out, the ordeal wasn’t too bad. He
poured a mixture of olive oil, holy water, and balsam from a
container called an ampulla over my head.

“The oil signifies grace and spiritual
strength,” he said, “and the balsam symbolizes virtue.” He repeated
what he had already said about being in original sin and added that
I was a cousin of Adam and Eve’s and shared the very first sin that
had been committed by them at the dawn of mankind. This was news to
me, and it seemed rather mean of God, to punish me for something
cousins did long ago, but I must admit, as I’ve said, I had it
coming for the shoplifting thing. He also talked about the Mother
Church, the Roman Catholics, the Pope, and finally, Jesus. It was
fairly painless and took only fifteen minutes or so. Everyone
seemed happy, even Stan, and so, I was happy too.

This is The Second Law of Life: Things
happen in threes. From the beginning of moving in with the Tappets
I became fascinated with details. I observed the four of them as an
act of the most importance. They were not just my family, but the
earth I walked upon, and were quickly becoming the standard I used
to judge the rest of the world. If Stan said America was great,
then Richard Nixon must be great. If the Arckon family were our
friends, then they must be like us and could do no wrong. After
supper that evening, we sat to watch The Wonderful World of Disney.
Near the end of The Alamo, the Davy Crockett Story, Mary was called
away to the phone.

“Una, could you come to the drawing-room,
please,” she called softly a minute later.

Una came back and turned off the television.
“Stan, you’d better go next door and talk to Bert.” She looked at
Sally and me with her big brown eyes which glistened with sadness.
“Come with me.”

“The show’s not over yet,” Sally
complained.

I knew at once something had happened and
wondered how it was Sally could be so thick. “What is it, Una?” I
asked.

“Come,” she urged. We rushed to the front
foyer, the polished wooden floor shone dully in the low
illumination from other rooms. “Leave the lights off,” Una said in
a low voice.

The doorbell rang at the same time. In
front, under the nightlight, stood Elizabeth, Kurt, and Andy. I
knew exactly what beatings looked like. I’d seen them plenty of
times before; dished-out mostly by the bullies at Carling Street to
the younger boys or any foster kid who resisted them. I had no need
to ask what had happened to Kurt and Andy.

“What is it? ” Sally said in a rush. “Are
you sick?”

“Shush,” Una said and gave Andy a quick hug.
“Come in,” she said and closed the door behind them. Kurt was
pinching his nostrils together, probably to stop the bleeding, but
he looked straight at me.

“This is your fault,” he said in a
high-pitched voice.

“Shush,” Una repeated. “Enough blame has
been assigned already, Kurt. You were the oldest.” She rubbed his
head and patted Elizabeth on the shoulders.

“Come upstairs and we’ll stop the bleeding.”
She glanced toward the kitchen. “Mary?”

“Up here,” Mary called from upstairs. “I’m
getting the rooms started.

“I can do that,” Una mumbled to herself.
“Upstairs,” she added with a sigh, pushing us gently ahead.

When Elizabeth saw Mary she began to sob.
They hugged and left to Mary’s office. We huddled in the bathroom
and Una cleaned up and bandaged the boys. Andy talked while Una
worked. “Mom and Dad are going to break up,” he said with tears.
“Mom said she’d leave if he hit us anymore, and he did. We deserved
it for listening to Christian. Daddy was screaming at mommy. He
told her to leave and said that she wasn’t a good mom, that she
would never get us because she had no money and drank all the
time.”

“Sometimes,” Una said, kindly, “mommies and
daddies say things that they don’t really mean. They become angry
and don’t apologize until they cool down.”

This incident would effect my behavior for a
long time. Not only because I’d caused it, but because I saw that
families were organisms and could be destroyed. After Kurt and Andy
were cleaned, Una gathered us all up and we played Monopoly, the
game I had received from Lloyd. Una won. After the four of us had
been sent to bed, I snuck down the hall and knocked on Kurt’s
room.

“What?” he whispered.

“It’s just me,” I said and let myself in. He
was already in bed with the covers pulled up to his neck. I
couldn’t even make out the bruises on his face. He might have been
crying. The lights were off and I couldn’t tell for sure.

“I came to say sorry,” I whispered. “I hope
tomorrow everything will be better.” He said nothing and I left,
knocking next on Una’s door.

“Come in, my full-grown child,” she said
softly.

How she knew it was me, I’d no idea. I think
she was expecting me.

She was dressed in a long bright red-cloth
nightgown and sat on the edge of her bed. The bedroom itself was
nearly twice the size of mine. It had an office under a huge bay
window, a dressing area, two walk-in closets, and a bathroom like
mine. It held a huge bed with brilliant green and red floral
patterns on the pillows and comforter. This was matched with framed
pictures of red rose bushes, lawns glistening in the crimson dawn,
and lakes under a red moon.

In all, there were six pictures on the
walls. Three corresponding green carpets, one in the office, one at
the bed, and one at the entrance, gave the room a friendly soothing
effect. I sat beside her and held her hand.

“Una, why would Bert hit his sons like that?
I mean, why wouldn’t Stan hit me? I’m the one who deserved it.”

“Bert did it to make sure they don’t pay
attention to you anymore. You caused some grief in their household
today. You were on your own for a number of years and learned the
way of the streets, but Sally, Andy, and Kurt, know nothing of
that. You can think on both sides and make a choice. If they’re on
the wrong side, everybody panics. Do you see?” I did and nodded.
“Bert has a bad temper,” she continued, “and believes in
discipline, but tonight he went over the line. He is afraid for his
sons and for his family. Fear sometimes drives men to behave such a
way to bring about the very thing they were trying to prevent. Do
you remember the story of my little Peewee?” I nodded again. “It’s
like that. They didn’t want to kill him only to use him, but they
killed him anyway. Do you see?” I did and nodded for the third
time. “For sometime, the boys’ mom and dad have been at odds.
Something is driving them apart, and this, I think, added to
it.”

“Is it her drinking?” I asked. Una shrugged.
“Is she seeing another man?” I asked further.

Una gave me a steady look. “What do you know
of such things?”

I knew at once I’d struck the truth and that
Bert and Elizabeth were going to be separated soon.

“When a husband or wife are untrue,” I
continued, “does it mean the marriage is going to end?” To my
surprise Una shrugged. “Will Kurt and Andy move then?” I asked
further.

“If they divorce, likely, yes, but not
necessarily. Bert could possibly get custody, but in that case he
might not let them see you again.”

I felt frustrated by the events of the day
and asked Una about The Third Law of Life, the one kids hate the
most.

The third law states that no exacting rules
exist, that everyone has a different opinion, that there are
exceptions to every rule, and that the way for a person to behave,
even a kid, is a vague and treacherous path.

“Is there no place in the world where
somebody knows all the answers to the questions,” I asked in
desperation, “and where there is just one set of rules?”

“We’re human beings and weren’t meant to
have indubitable knowledge. It is the Lord’s domain. He knows that
whenever we think we have absolute knowledge, we don’t take it and
enforce it upon ourselves to be better, but instead try to force it
upon others. Often in life, you must pray for guidance and then
take your best guess.”

Now this might well be the truth, but to a
kid looking at this seeming chaotic world, this answer will never
satisfy. It directly interferes and contradicts The Fourth Law of
Life. Kids’ least objectionable law.

The Fourth Law states, Every law is
absolute, and if it isn’t absolute, then it isn’t really an
important law.

You can see why kids hate the third law so
much. I yawned and rose ready to go. Una rubbed her hand through my
hair.

“No more stealing. Some sins are best left
unpunished if only done once. You’re a brave chap, but I fear the
world has taken you from one reality and put you onto another.”

“What does that mean?”

She hugged me.

“It means you know too much about too little
and know too little about too much. Go to bed.” She slapped me on
the bum, and once inside my bedroom, I crawled into my closet,
where I had built a bunker with warplanes and toy soldiers and
slept through past one o’clock and right into the early morning.
The Korean Communists hunted me all night.

 


Chapter Six




Near the time that I turned thirteen, I
started to realized that as a Tappet, I could live two lives, one
inside the family and one outside. On the inside, I’d to be on my
guard to blend into their visionary aspirations of supplying the
world with its wants. I had concluded that they were kind of
super-noble capitalists with shades of tenderhearted democracy. To
do this, I’d to over-achieve in school, a thing which wasn’t so
difficult, and be competent in extracurricular activities and excel
at one or two things, but to never fail any single challenge. If I
saw failure coming, I would get out of it on some pretext.

I piloted a Cessna expertly, and as Stan had
promised, would easily gain my private pilot’s license when I was
of age. To Stan, this signaled that I truly belonged in the family.
He would have never admitted that, but I knew it in my heart.
Unlike Sally, I’d no grace for the art of diving, and every time I
left the springboard, I had to be completely focused just to go in
head first. On other things, I did better, but didn’t excel. I
discerned generally, that I could never be myself among the Tappets
except for maybe with Una. I became a stoic in this issue. I’d no
blood claim to them and their gifts were mine only tenuously. I
don’t know why I felt the way I did. I’d no concrete reasons to
believe it. It may have even been an unfair judgment. Perhaps I was
poisoned by my time in the orphanages.

On the outside of the family, when there
were no Tappets around, I sometimes could be myself. My humor was
raw and worldly, and I received a lot of attention and laughs,
especially from the boys my age. These opportunities occurred in
such places as at school when Sally wasn’t there, traveling with
the basketball team, Saturday afternoons with the hardball league,
or whatever other chances existed for me to be myself without a
Tappet around. If you scratched the veneer and saw through to me,
it was evident at once that I was a rough and ready street kid, but
when somebody said, “Oh, that Tappet. It must be nice.” For me, at
first, it was.

These were times when being a Tappet felt
fabulous, to have significance just because of a name and place in
society, but to also be a devil’s boy. It was double pleasure, like
getting something of value for free, and then selling it for more
than it was worth. The influence I yielded over any group was
gratifying too, and almost any amount of deference would satisfy
me, so that at first, though my behavior was annoying to others, it
wasn’t disruptive to my own sense of well-being. I’d been right
about the Arckon family. Elizabeth took Kurt and Andy the week
after they had been beaten. Sally cried and thought we would never
see Andy and Kurt again. However, Una interceded on behalf of
Bert.

I had gleaned from Una and Mary’s long talks
in the upstairs office in the evenings, when I spied on them, that
Elizabeth was in love with another man and refused an attempt by
Bert at reconciliation. She left for Maryland where Mary had
secretly arranged to give her a job. However, Una pointed out to
Mary that she was effectively taking away our best friends for the
sake of loyalty to a friend who had committed infidelity. Mom soon
changed her mind, and then to my surprise, Stan, Mary, and Una, all
joined forces, and helped Bert with legal expenses to fight for
custody. Furthermore, they refused to be witnesses against him
about the beating.

At first I didn’t understand this. In the
end, the court gave Kurt to Elizabeth and Andy to Bert, which was
fine. I didn’t know if Kurt was ever going to forgive me for being
beaten up by Bert anyway. I came to understand later that these
were Andy and Kurt’s own choices. I also learned that a sin Una and
the Tappets considered mortal was infidelity. I looked it up, I’d a
dictionary in the bunker, disloyalty and unfaithfulness. I grasped
further that Elizabeth had screwed around on Bert and got caught.
So even those who liked or even pitied her were publicly prevented
from helping her.

In January of 1973, Sally had her first
period. It was a Sunday afternoon and only Una was in the house.
“Look what I had to use all last week,” she said, when she
announced it to me, showing me her box of Tampons. I smiled and was
instantly excited. “It didn’t hurt either,” she teased, “Mr.
Know-it-all.”

“That’s good,” I said hardly able to
swallow. “Is your period done?”

She shrugged, but she must have been curious
because then she nodded and I took her in my arms, kissing her
tenderly. No doubt remained in my mind that this would be the
highlight of my life. After locking the doors, we got the condom
out and took off our clothes, then lay on the bed. I got on top of
her.

“How do you feel?” I asked.

She reached up and kissed me. “It feels
funny, but nice too.”

I agreed that it was strange and warm. We
kissed and I stared into her eyes for the longest time. Too soon I
was spent, surprised that the sensation felt less than I thought it
would, but also the time had flowed past me quickly.

“How was it?” she asked.

I shrugged. “It was okay.”

“Maybe you need to practice more.”

This sounded like an excellent idea and I
agreed. We began practicing every day and that made a great deal of
difference. Much of the time, we remained under the covers, but
sometimes we were more risqué. We became braver as we practiced,
neither of us seeing the dangers down that path. Sally’s breasts
were forming and she now grew pubic hair. I had noticeable biceps
and chest muscles showing. Sometimes when we were alone together,
she’d call out and I would cup her mouth, shushing her. We would
giggle like children and roll over on the floor.

After we received our glowing March report
cards, we began to follow a new combined strategy toward homework
and school. We set our goal: Nothing less than straight A’s. Our
marks were closed to this already. I’d to change two B-pluses and
one B into A’s. Sally had to change two straight B’s into A’s. The
reasoning behind this was that if we got it, we might prevent
impending part-time summer jobs at Tappets. I’d heard it directly
from Una and Mary as I spied on them from the bunker.

To facilitate our goal, we’d meet twice a
day after school in my bedroom. Sally’s room was too filled with
toys. Once at four-thirty for an hour to do our homework together,
and once at seven to study. We would do quizzes on each other and
we developed it into a homemade competition, the best four out of
seven, with the winner being able to ask any favor of the loser.
When she would win, it was strange. She’d ask me to pick out her
fantasy. This was just like her and you might think it would ruin
the spirit of the game, but I’d try to imagine what would be
exciting for her, and then do it to her. Either way, I won.

On June 18 of that year, we came home
together with our grade eight report-cards. They were sealed and
Sally and I were in knots waiting to see them. We ran from the bus
stop all the way home. We found ourselves breathless, standing
before Una as she searched for some scissors in the kitchen.
“Hurry, Una,” I pleaded.

She stopped and eyed me. “What are you two
imps up too?”

“You’ll see,” I said slyly.

She grunted and took a sharp knife cutting
them open. She studied both report cards for a minute and then
without warning, swooped down and gathered us up in her big strong
arms, lifting us right off the floor. “By goodness, not a B to be
seen, all A’s, Stan and Mary will be jumping off the planet.”

“Una, we did this to get something,” I said
softly, “but we need your help.”

She raised her eyebrow and returned us to
the floor, instantly sobering. “What is it, my full-grown
child?”

“Dad’s thinking of giving us both summer
jobs. We want to stay home with you.”

She looked at Sally who nodded. Then she
smiled sadly. “Why do you want to ruin Una’s summer?” she asked.
“You both have to start learning the business sometime, this is
your destiny.”

We both nodded and she leaned back on the
kitchen counter, her large frame nearly hiding half of it from our
angle. “If you’ll agree to work in August, I’ll give you the month
of July free and with a late night curfew.”

“Midnight,” I said in a rush, knowing what a
pitiless negotiator she could be. Not as remorseless as Mary, but
still hard-nosed.

She shook her head. “No. Home by ten, in bed
by eleven.”

I frowned, but could see Sally wasn’t going
to hold firm.

“Are there really two complete sets of
straight A’s?” I asked as though it were unbelievable.

This made her frown, but it was immediately
replaced by a smile, as though she recalled with whom she dealt.
“I’ll throw in one whole week in Florida at Disney World.”

Sally whooped in joy. I knew is was over,
and come August, we’d be working at Tappets unless I had some
amazing intervention.

“Una, we’ve worked after school, after
supper, and many weekends, studied, re-studied, did quizzes, and
kissed everyone’s—” I stopped just in time. “We were very
cooperative at school, all for one thing: A free summer.”

“How come you’re so sure you even have to
work or that you won’t like it if you do.”

I knew that she knew 100% that there were
jobs waiting for us. I was even pretty sure that she was the single
force behind it. I’d heard it discussed twice as I’d spied on her
and Mary. I had talked to Lloyd on several occasions about his jobs
with Tappets, of which there were several, and most of them were
hard, tedious, or downright boring. Besides, what’s to discuss with
a twelve year old? It’s work and the world of adulthood! Sally’s
birthday was on June 1, 1961, and for three months we would be the
same age. It might have been our last summer of childhood and I
knew it.

“I’ll be a teenager on September 23,” I said
sadly, “that’s when you’re not a kid anymore.”

Una smiled and the resistance flowed from
her eyes. “I see, and of course, you’re a special case and deserve
unique consideration.”

“I did lose almost four years.”

When sympathy came to her eyes, I knew I’d
won, and without another word, I hugged her. I then took Sally’s
hand and we left. “What happened?” Sally asked.

“I don’t know if we’ve got the Disney trip,
but we aren’t working this summer.”

Sally hugged and kissed me. “You’re the
best, scrumps.”

We came out through the backyard. The pool
remained covered and locked. It had been open since May 15, and the
water was about 72̊C, but it was still too cool outside to swim. We
ran next door, after telling Una, and found Andy on his door
step.

“Do you want to play?” I asked. He nodded.
“Are you okay?”

“My report card wasn’t that good. Dad said I
might have to go to summer school.”

“Everybody says summer school’s easy,” I
said. “Which courses?”

“History and English.”

“We’ll help you with that,” Sally
offered.

I nodded. “Let’s go.”

As we walked along Rookery Street, we passed
four older teenagers smoking weed, three boys and one girl. I hated
weed and tobacco, the bullies all smoked them at Carling Street and
stunk. The girl’s face was full of pimples.

“What’s that smell?” Sally whispered in my
ears as we passed.

“Do you want some Guanghua, all the way from
Yamaica?” one of them said with a chuckle, taking notice of us and
poorly imitating an island accent.

He was a suet-faced flabby roughneck with
sickly pale skin who I’d seen in the neighborhood before and who I
immensely disliked. He picked on a skinny nine-year-old a few doors
down, a boy who reminded me of me when I was his age. I looked
around for a weapon, but couldn’t spot anything lying about, but
then on a hunch, I stopped anyway. He also reminded me of one of
the ruffians from Carling Street, a boy who had caught me outside
the home and trimmed my hide because I’d refuse to give in to him
one time when Lloyd was away. Besides, he was toked-out and had his
hands in his pants-pockets. It was perfect for a storm attack.

“Do you have any dagga?” I said and stopped
before him, curling my fists into tight balls inside my jacket. I
had long known weed from South Africa was the best.

“What the fuck is dagga, you toothpick?” he
said belligerently.

“Cannabis imported from Africa,” I said
calmly, not looking him in the eye but coming carefully, into his
personal space.

“What do you know, faggot?” he said
further.

I was close enough now to smell his bad
breath. “Lots,” I said, now positioned and catching his gaze. “For
instance, I know that you’re fat and ugly.”

Having said this, I sucker-punched him with
four quick hammer-stabs as Lloyd had taught me, one to the crotch
for intense pain, one to deep inside his soft fleshy stomach, to
double him up, the third to the jaw to straighten him out, and the
last to the stomach again, except this time on the other side with
the other hand, to knock out his wind. This succeeded excellently.
When you’re really afraid and put all your fear into a punch, you
can sting with a wallop. He staggered for a moment, then crumbled
in agony and threw up. I hoofed him with my foot and he fell onto
his side into the puke. I looked over at the other two boys, both
of them who were more my size. They took a few steps back and I saw
the fear in their eyes.

“I know kids who killed people over that
shit,” I said and spit to the ground. “Never mind him, he’s a turd.
We’re going to our backyard to play Kick the Can. Do you want to
join us?”

To my surprise, they both nodded. They knew
who we were, but unlike Sally, this didn’t bother me. They probably
appreciated as well that I’d so easily taken down the neighborhood
bully, of whom they were likely also afraid. They came along with
us and we introduced ourselves as kids do, playing without conflict
for a couple of hours until Una called us in for dinner and then
they left.

When we came into the kitchen, I saw that we
were to have freshly baked garlic bread and spaghetti, one of my
favorite meals. The house smelled delicious, but Una made a lumpy
spaghetti sauce that was horrible and which should ruin any
appetite, and being under her sway longer than I had been, the
Tappets ate it straight up. I didn’t even care to think about it or
what was in it, although you could make out chunks of broccoli and
carrots, if you could imagine. I’d tried it three times. It was
pure spew. The Tappets shook some foul-smelling cheese over it to
hide the taste, but this just made it worse. For my spaghetti, Una
would warm Hunt’s Tomato Sauce straight from the tin, no funny
business added. It was scrump-delicious.

“Can Andy stay?” I asked.

She nodded. Andy phoned his father and got
permission. When Mary and Stan came home, I knew they both had
already heard the news. They perfunctorily congratulated us, and
all three of them retired to Mary’s office for a quick conference.
I’d have loved to have gone to the bunker to listen in, but we were
too busy playing. When we sat for supper, Mary said grace. I
watched as Andy poured the lumpy sauce onto his plate of spaghetti.
He too, had been under Una’s sway longer than me. Over supper, Mary
and Stan happily agreed to everything, including the Disney World
trip in Florida, and also some undisclosed time at Una’s
cottage.

I solemnly thanked them and they all laughed
at me. Una said that I was cutthroat. That evening, Mary and Una
took Sally and me to The Poseidon Adventure in a huge theater on
Broadway. Inside, we walked up a great flight of stairs and sat
high in the balcony, eating buttery popcorn and riveted to the
enormous screen. I knew it would be the best summer yet. The next
morning, Sally performed a concert for us, playing a ditty on the
piano which she had written. Her voice was strong and clear, if not
perfectly melodic.

“Hear the bells chime for two.

They tell time when the bridge goes up,

And the parade begins, so that the dragon can
eat you.

Down in the valley someone raises a cup.

Hear the bells for my closet boy;

Chime the knell for a cuddly toy.

Pop goes the weasel and kisses you on the
face.

Robin Hood comes and saves you from the awful
men.

See the witch come also with haste,

And to the teacher A, B, C and use the
pen.

Hear the bells for my closet boy;

Chime the knell for a cuddly toy.

I know Yankee Doodle went to town riding a
sow

The big bass drum comes onto a roller coaster
in-side-out

And the sun comes up on the pow-wow.

The boat goes sailing, nick-nack-paddy,
out-and-about,

A Mexican hat dancer performs on its shining
bow.

 


I thought it truly funny, and laughed. Of
course it made absolutely no sense to me, then I supposed nothing
more about it. Una didn’t laugh and Mary whispered something in her
ear, like, ‘Good grief,’ and left for work. We played in the
backyard with Andy and drove our bicycles around the block. Since
I’d flattened the neighborhood-bully, no one ever bothered us.
After supper, Stan took Andy and me to Long Island to see a
formerly free-standing tall hydroelectric tower which had collapsed
and fell into a department store building completely destroying it,
and killing two shoppers.

“Look at all the people,” Andy said in his
low soft voice. We were both in the backseat, struck more by the
crowds, hundreds of people had gathered around the scene, than the
accident itself, which we really couldn’t see well anyway. Stan
pulled up in front.

“It was built and cross-braced with steel
girders,” he said. “God, how could this happen?”

Stan was normally bright about these things,
but this struck me as an easy deduction.

“It rusted out,” I said.

He glanced over a moment and stepped out of
the car. “Stay here.”

I watched him introduce himself to the
officers who were securing the devastation from the casual
onlookers. He passed through the barrier and disappeared into the
wreckage. A moment later, he returned and got behind the wheel of
his Lincoln.

“You’re right. The cross-braces buckled,
they’d been weakened by rust.”

I felt very proud, but also understood Stan
hadn’t driven here strictly as a mere observer. “Do we own that
tower?”

“Thank goodness, no,” he answered, not
stopping to reflect on the fact that I had used the word ‘we,’ “but
Tappets supplied parts for the steal girders. We’ll have to advise
our customers and come up with a maintenance scheme.”

The next day, Stan became sick, and was ill
for two weeks. He was admitted to the hospital and had his
gall-bladder removed. I visited him every afternoon and read to him
a chapter of a new book I’d discovered in his den at the mansion,
The Theory of Money and Credit, by Ludwig von Mises.

Mary had bought it for him. After fifteen
chapters he was released, but I knew much more about capitalism
than I felt I needed to know. By middle July, he was back to his
regular self, but this time, Una’s mom, Clara, became sick again.
Una made plans to return to Jamaica. “Who will look after us?” I
asked her as she packed.

“Aunt Gayle.”

“Does she have any kids?” I asked, having
never met the woman.

“Her children are in university now,” Sally
said.

“Is she nice?” I asked.

Una was checking off a list that sat on her
dresser and stopped for a moment to reflect.

“I’d not cross over to Sally’s room in the
middle of the night,” she said sternly, “if that’s what you mean.
I’d be careful to follow all of the rules you can remember. She’s
strict.”

This sounded bad. “Why can’t we come with
you.”

She sighed. “I’d take you both, truly, but
it’s an indeterminate stay.”

“You’re just trying to get away from us,”
Sally said in a hurt voice.

“Listen to yourself,” Una said with a laugh.
“You know in your heart that isn’t true.”

“I don’t want you to go,” Sally said.

“Me neither,” I added.

Una sat on the bed and gathered us in her
arms. “When I come back, we’ll go to the cottage, just the three of
us.”

I could hardly wait and I hugged her with
all my might, and so did Sally. The next day was Saturday and we
accompanied Una to the airport. That night as I lay in the bunker I
remembered the warning words of Jesus that Lucifer would send
someone to bring me into his fold and that I should stick close to
my guide.

If Una was in Jamaica and Lucifer attacked,
I would be in plenty of trouble. I slept the whole night through in
the bunker. The next day, Aunt Gayle arrived and I saw no
resemblance to Mary. She seemed to be much older. Her eyes were
unaffectionate towards me and I immediately disliked her. She was a
short plump woman who dressed as sloppily as her shape and had
dull, almost insipid eyes. In contrast, she lacked any of the
fineness and intelligence which I’d straightaway seen in Mary. I
wondered if they were truly blood sisters, listening in the bunker,
I could discover little, of course I couldn’t very well ask Mary,
and Una wasn’t around.

We weren’t alone with Gayle until the next
morning. After Mary and Stan had left to work, she made us a
breakfast of cereal, fruit, toast and orange juice. She looked a
little better the next morning and seemed friendlier. When we were
done, she turned and said. “Go and brush your teeth, dears, then
run along and play.”

To a kid, the words ‘Run along and play,’
means, ‘Don’t bother me!’ To my ears, they were the sweetest words
I could imagine coming from Gayle. I knew there would be no trouble
between us. We stayed away the whole day, even for lunch, which we
had at Bert’s. She made us say prayers at night, grace at meals,
and talked about being a Catholic. I listened to her on this
matter, as I would have to any unhappy person, only
half-seriously.

In the whole week, only one event occurred
to alarm me. I couldn’t swear for sure, but I think that she caught
Sally and I kissing on the lips. Una came back after a week, and
the following day, we packed up and headed west, bound in the
direction of Cedar Heights where Una’s little pretty lake sat near
a wildlife reserve in a sparse cottage area know for its natural
unblemished habitat.

After we arrived, Una unpacked the Lincoln
and Sally and I paddled out in the canoe, hardly stopping to look
inside the cottage. This was our sixth time there. It was a small
lake with a tiny island in the center and thick woods all around
its edge. We hiked around the island on a familiar path and saw
beaver, muskrat, eagles, and other animals. The cottage had no
motor boats, but had a dock and a large raft. The next day, Sally
and I packed a picnic for the island. It promised to be an
extraordinary bright day. We spent the whole of it on the opposite
side, completely naked, sunning, swimming, eating, and cuddling.
Though we liberally applied tanning lotion several times, by four
o’clock, it was obvious that we’d made an enormous mistake. We
hurried back to the cottage.

“Una, we’ve burned ourselves,” I cried
running into the cottage. She rose and looked us over.

“You don’t look too bad,” she said. I showed
her my buttocks and she gasped. She then pulled down Sally’s
shorts. Both of our bums had second degree burns and were already
blistering. The rest of our body was pink.

“Take off your clothes,” Una said and
studied us naked more closely. “You need to go to the
hospital.”

“Mom and Dad would know we were sunbathing
in the nude,” I said, “they would realize . . .” I left the rest of
the thought linger.

“Come with me,” she ordered with a frown. We
dreaded to go back into the sun but we obeyed. From the porch she
pointed to a tree on the edge of the lake which drooped all the way
to the surface of the water on one side and to the ground on the
other. “See, under the willow, how shady it is?” The aged tree had
thick foliage and entirely blocked out the brilliant sun. I had
hardly even noticed it before. She got two large umbrellas with
dark blue and red mosaic patterns. “Take these and stand in the
cold water up to your waist. That’ll keep down the blistering. I’ll
be back in a half hour.”

When she came back we were both still out in
the lake under the enormous weeping willow, shivering. Certainly we
must have looked like two fools and Una couldn’t stop laughing.
That evening, and the whole night through, Una applied cream of
silver sulfadiazine on our burned areas using her gentle rub and
making us drink glass after glass of cold water. I applied cream to
my testicles and penis, they too were burned. I remember it as one
of the most painful nights of my life, and shameful, I apologized
to Una.

“My full grown child,” she said, “stop
apologizing.”

Sally cried through much of the night. We
stayed indoors for four days straight, fretting to sit and trying
hard not to lie down. The only comfortable position was standing,
but how long can any one person stand? By Friday, Una looked at us
naked again.

“Thank God that’s over,” she said, “I don’t
have to look at your bare behinds one more time. Now. No more nude
sunbathing. Next time you’ll be scarred for life. What if our
neighbors up here ever saw you? Word would get back to your parents
lickety-split.” We both nodded. “If your secret ever became public,
there would be a dear price to pay and believe me it would change
just about everything.”

How true those words would turn out to be.
The next summer, we again visited the cottage, but this time, for
two weeks in early July before our jobs at Tappets started.
Straight A’s may have prevented this, but we didn’t even try. We
were warned by Una before hand that all the A’s in the entire world
wouldn’t change it. We were both to work in the Hoboken offices
with Mary and Stan, or at least so I believed. The thing I remember
about the cottage that year was that Stan and Mary were away for
six days.

Sally and I slept together every one of
those nights. I couldn’t have been happier. In the morning we would
hike and in the afternoon we’d swim and laze around. We often
played board games with Una, Life, Monopoly, and Scrabble, or
cards, especially Crazy Eights. Una would cook, knit, and read
business books. In the evenings, she’d read aloud to us. She’d
brought a book with her that was frightening and depressing. It
made me an anticommunist for the rest of my days. Page by page,
volume by volume, The Gulag Archipelago, by Alexandr I.
Solzhenitsyn, unfolded, right hot off the press in 1974, read
expertly by Una.

Sally and I would stay up to eleven o’clock
listening intently to her dramatic Jamaican accent. How she took on
the voice of the narrator and made it her own resonant one, full of
emotion, telling of the pathetic lives of so many feckless
imprisoned people. She often stopped to explain a term or a deeper
meaning of the author’s intent or the players behind it. Marx,
Lenin, and Stalin became in my eyes, the most evil people the world
had ever seen.

The author’s sardonic wit against the
lugging inept bureaucratic system, often we would stop to laugh,
made the facts all the more appalling. The unrelenting horror of
belonging to such a senseless society, struck deep inside of me. It
couldn’t be true. Any American my age, even a orphan, would deny
such a horrible reality. Who wants to believe in such planned chaos
created solely for the benefit of an idea? How could people be so
stupid and slavish? This is exactly what would happen to Sally in
the years to come.

On July 16 at eight a. m., Sally and I
accompanied our parents to the Hoboken Head-Office to start our
lives in gainful summer employment. Although I thought I would be
sad, I wasn’t. Sally left with Mary and I never saw her for the
rest of the day. I sat in my dad’s office and Isaac brought me cold
apple juice and coffee for Dad, then left. I knew Stan had a
meeting at ten with the Stanroids, and we had come in early to
talk.

To me, ‘to talk,’ meant to negotiate, but
this year I’d very little with which to bargain. Straight B’s mean
nothing to the Tappets. Stan’s office was much the same as before,
except now, he’d a stereo system and the curtains were drawn so I
couldn’t see the buildings of the Manhattan skyline, although with
the smog that day, perhaps I wouldn’t have been able to see much
anyway. Stan shuffled through some paper until he found a lined
bright yellow one with his handwriting on it.

“On Monday and Fridays,” he said, “you’ll
come here to work with us.” He tossed me a large hard-covered book,
This is Tappet Industries. “Read this. It’s pretty current. We’ve
sold Arpedia Incorporated and gained no new holdings, so it’s
fairly accurate as well. Isaac is going to show you how we keep the
company-records, I’m going to teach you the history of the company,
and Mary is going to show you how we continue to make money on a
daily basis, you know, business-philosophy and such.

“On Tuesdays, you’ll join Lloyd Mills at
Modal Oil and he can show you the ins and outs of life in Ken
Roxton’s fiefdom. On Wednesday and Thursdays, you will meet Ralph
Peat from an industrial shop in East Orange who subcontracts for
Factory Bright, a genius of a maintenance/engineer-guy, and he’s
going to work with you so that you can learn to build a
refrigerator with spare parts, I mean, from the ground up. After
you’re done that, you will move on to stoves, micro-waves,
dish-washers, and other things we manufacture. Your work, I’m
afraid will be mostly in the guise of training. Can you handle
it?”

I nodded, and felt actually quite relieved.
It sounded rather exciting and a smile almost escaped my lips, but
I hid it with my hand and gave a short cough.

“Much due to Mary’s guidance,” he continued,
“Tappets practice diversification, a strategy of holding different
kinds of investing to reduce the risk of loss. To achieve this
we’ve followed a policy of purchasing things for which my friends
and I have a natural preference, such as household appliances,
electronic equipment, and machine tools. We produce precious metals
and oil as a matter of following the basic rules of in-house
discounting. Buying real estate also helps to attain
diversification, but most of our profit comes from Spectrum Sound,
Tappet-Tapes, Tonal-Flex, Factory-Bright, and Sursheita
Companies.”

“But you started with Thorp Tools?” I asked,
perplex. He nodded. “Why is it still called Thorp Tools and not
Tappet Tools?” I asked further.

His kind eyes focused on me. “Don’t ask Mary
that. She’s known as Queen Stringent in the American Manufacturing
circles. If no one ever heard the name Tappets that would be fine
with her. In 1953, when I patented the Tappet special adaptation to
the industrial lathe for machine tools, we started a revolution in
making precision tools. The new lathe allowed Thorp Tools to
manufacture standardized-precise instruments and to produce them
economically.

“Once industrial computers were introduced,
through Mary’s lead, we began to produce downright cheap precision
tools and became the largest manufacturer of them in the world. You
can get one of our portable circular hand-held power-saws with a
high-speed rotating blade for a hundred dollars. With the right
blade, it can cut through anything. As in regards to Thorp Tools,
even from the time of the original arrangement, Jim Thorp played
only a secondary role in the company. To entice me to set up shop,
he kept only the name and his pension fund. He was on the verge of
bankruptcy when we bought . . . he was a drunk, a philanderer. We
wanted his factories and employees so as to start-up and build
tools quickly. As you’ll read in This is Tappet Industries, Thorp’s
took off at once and Mary didn’t waste a single dime of its
profit.”

“Are you a genius?”

I could see his smile was gone and he looked
as though a debate took place in his head, but the humor stayed in
his eyes. “I’m a happy person, son, and I’m lucky to have Mary in
my life. Without her, I would have spent every red penny I earned
at Thorp Tools on inventions and have been no further ahead.”

“Why do people whisper that Una runs the
company?”

He grunted. “That’s a good question,
Christian. It’s part jealousy, part truth and part strategy, but
that is best left answered for another time. Perhaps Mary should
answer it. Essentially, there are twelve companies which make up
Tappets.”

“Ken Roxton is CEO of Modal Oil,” I said,
interrupting him and naming the Stanroids first. I’d come ready for
this part and listed them perfectly. I then named Mary’s close
allies, all five of them, which, as Una had explained, was why Mary
sometimes lost the votes, even though she held the power.
Ultimately, when the votes came, Stan had one more than her.

“Who has taught you all this?”

I saw he was impressed, even alarmed. “Una,”
I answered.

“We’re off to a flying start,” he said
happily. “After my meeting, I’ll take you out to lunch. Where
too?”

“McDonald’s,” I said in a rush.

He frowned and begrudgingly nodded. I was
happy. I loved Big Macs. We talked for sometime until he and Isaac
left for their meeting. I’d to deliver the office mail and this
took the rest of the morning. I tried to get a message through to
Sally to let her known that I’d scored a major lunch coup, but she
had been smuggled out of the building or something by Mary’s
forces.

At McDonald’s, I ordered a large coke, a
large fry, and a Big Mac. Stan shook his head and ordered a glass
of water. He read, The Wall Street Journal while I ate. The next
day, Larry drove me to Modal Oil’s offices, located in a low-rise
industrial complex which took up a whole block off Broad Street,
west of McCarter Highway and Harrison. Like in Hoboken, I saw no
logos, signs, fountains, flowers, or anything fancy. A small sign
on the front of the property, Clifton Park, 20 Edgeley Blvd.,
Office Space for Rent, and a phone number was all that identified
it. I said good-bye to Larry and reported to the receptionist area
staffed by a woman with brown bouncy hair who smiled
warm-heartedly.

“Take a seat, please, Mr. Tappet. I’ll get
Lloyd.”

This was not unusual, everywhere I’d go
inside Tappets, everyone knew me as Stan’s son. I had the feeling
that Stan wanted it that way, maybe he was even proud of me, but
this seemed like too much to expect.

“Ken is in Japan,” Lloyd said, coming in to
the reception area and shaking my hand. “He told me to look after
you.” Lloyd was seventeen now and as lean as ever. He’d somewhat
regained the look of a predator with his thin face and haunting
blue eyes, but this was still softened by long brownish-blond hair.
There now was also happiness in his eyes. They weren’t hidden
behind some murky memory as they had been in the past. I was upbeat
about this. It was his grimy grease-smeared work-clothes that
scared me. Lloyd looked down at them, following my line of
vision.

“I hope you don’t mind a little elbow
grease?”

“What’s that?”

“Hard work.” Shocked, I could think of
nothing to say. “This way,” he added. “How’s Sally?”

It was an odd question for him to ask, and I
was suspicious.

“What do you do here?”

“I told you before that I did all the dirty
jobs, clean-up, and such, but now, I do real work. This part of
Modal is a staging ground for everything involving drilling. It’s
fun. You’ll see.”

He took me first to a lunch room in which
several men were drinking coffees and smoking. Their conversation
halted and none of them said a word in front of us as though we
were spies. He showed me a locker outside the lunchroom marked
Christian and tossed me the key.

“Get changed.”

“Where’s the dressing room?”

“Any where. No women come into this area.” I
quickly changed into a work shirt and overalls as he watched. “Do
you know anything about drilling?” he asked.

I shook my head and tried on boots I found
in the locker. They fit perfectly. “This way,” he said when I was
ready. I was led through a set of narrow corridors where we saw few
people. We came into a room where several men under intense light
were gathered around a machine. “Don’t go any closer. That’s their
big secret.”

A tall well-built man came over and offered
me his hand which I shook firmly. He was clean-shaven and young,
his posture so straight that it arched. He appeared too rigid
though, a caricature of a perfect adult man, like something you
find in a science exhibition or in a mannequin. “I’m Merry Gerry
Dexter,” he said. “You’re Stan’s son?” I nodded. A stiffness
pervaded him. “We like Stan the Man, so you’re lucky,” he
continued. “I’ve some things I need you to study.”

He stepped into the corner and picked up a
cardboard container, flipping the top. Without Gerry Dexter seeing,
Lloyd curled up his eyes. He returned and passed me three books,
Innovative Drilling Practices, The Next Twenty Years of Energy, and
A Strategy of Fossil Fuels and Economic Renewal. All three were
thin books and I was thankful for that. He passed me two other
manuals in white three-ringed binders. Tappets: Essential
Information on Drilling, and Modal Oil, Vision and Statement.

“The only method by which oil or gas can be
really found,” he added, “is by drilling a hole into a reservoir.
What my team does is to develop the best damn drill that we can for
Stan the Man and our Friend, Ken the Wren. Now normally, we don’t
bother telling new-hires at Modal Oil this sort of thing, since for
a while at least, the only drills you’ll be seeing, are the ones
you clean, sharpen, and polish with Avoid Lloyd, here. Nonetheless,
read the books and keep your ear low to the ground. Do you know
what that means, my Christian Mission?”

I’d no idea, but I’d a funny feeling that if
I lied, he would discount me for my duration at Modal, that it
might have unintended consequences. I shook my head. “It means keep
your powder dry,” he continued. “Do you know what that means?” I
shook my head again. “It means sleep with your boots on. Do you
know what that means?” I swallowed and for the third time shook my
head. “Seems you don’t know much of anything, my Christian Mission.
Read! When we meet next week, please, know something about drilling
if not about old war clichés. Avoid Lloyd here will show you around
and then you can help him with his work for the rest of the
afternoon.”

I took the books and brought them to the
locker. Lloyd gave me a tour of the building and then showed me
where he worked. It was a grungy area where the light was low and
the air stank of grease. We plucked drilling apparatuses from bins
of lubricants and soaked them in solvents. Our task was to recover
drill heads, bits, or other parts, some were small, some large and
heavy, all were sharp. We’d to carefully clean them with files,
wire-brushes, and chisels. I received all sorts of nicks on my
hands. It was hard boring work and I grew tired fast. It seemed
forever before we took a break.

“Halfway there,” Lloyd said with a sigh as
we made it to the cafeteria. I was dragging my feet and was tempted
to quit. I could phone Stan and throw myself on his mercy, but I
couldn’t bring myself to do it.

The afternoon was more of the same, absolute
slavery, and at four o’clock, when Lloyd said, “Let’s hit the
showers.” I didn’t even give it a second thought. I ended up naked
with Lloyd in the showers, but by the time that it hit me, he had
soaped and scrubbed himself without even looking at me. He dried
off within sight, but was completely distracted. His body was lean
and his penis now was fully-developed like Terry Kray’s. He also
had developed biceps, twice the size of mine, and a chest of which
I was envious.

That night, after eating, I retreated to bed
and slept through to the next morning, not even looking at the
material on drilling. Larry drove me to a free-standing building,
the Kroffer-Danna Electronic Complex, in East Orange on Meadowdowns
Crescent. It looked large and was well treed and landscaped. Ralph
Peat’s Electronic Testing Equipment stood exactly in the middle at
the front of the building. I waved to Larry and tried the door as
he drove away, then noticed the bell. I rang and waited. A
fifty-year-old thin man answered. His light trim graying beard both
hid and revealed his face in a strange sort of combination. His
short hair was a tangle, but was also recently cut. He didn’t weigh
one-hundred and thirty pounds and looked rather light-weight in
every sense of the expression, however I instantly liked him and
offered my hand.

“I’m Ralph,” he said. He ignored my hand and
locked the door behind us. We walked through a small reception area
to a narrow deep open room which appeared to be in complete chaos.
Appliances of every sort, some of them stacked on one another,
stood at the back wall. Lathes, large precision drills, and
twenty-five or so power machines of every sort, stood in long rows
down both sides. In the narrow walkway down the middle, roles of
sheets of metal, wires, and electronic paraphernalia lay to the
sides. The ceiling was twelve feet above me, and to the side, above
the paraphernalia, crown-racks held more equipment and raw
materials. Three enormous tool cabinets stood to my immediate right
and most of the drawers were half opened and tools and portable
power gadgets lay everywhere. Buckets, metal barrels, and plastic
containers, held punched-out pieces or metal-shavings and were all
marked with black magic markers.

“What is this?” I asked.

“It’s Ralph’s Palace,” he said grimly. “Stan
has given me specific instructions for you. I hope you’re as bright
as he thinks you are. I don’t kiss butt. If you can’t cut mustard,
believe me, Stan will be the first to know.”

His eyes were focused. What came to my mind
was that he was trustworthy, but not as hard as he depicted. I knew
I’d be able to impress him. I didn’t know if I’d a mechanical mind,
I thought I probably didn’t, but I was damn sure that building a
refrigerator and a stove would make Stan believe I did. I’d every
intention of succeeding.

“This morning you’re going to key punch and
mold small parts for the fridge you are going to build,” he
continued. “Let me tell you how it’s going to work. The doors,
body, freezer-compartment, compressor, condenser, expansion valve,
and evaporator, will be the only parts supplied. Other than that,
you have to make, mold, find, and otherwise fabricate, the parts
from within these four walls and make them all work. For the
fridge, the passing grade is either it keeps ice-cream frozen for
twenty-four hours, or you fail. Then, our relationship ends. You
have six working days to complete it, but you can do it faster by
coming here whenever you wish to work on it. I’ll get you keys and
the access codes. Do you have any idea how a fridge works?”

I shook my head. “In a car,” he went-on, “as
you probably know, there are two essential ingredients, gas and
electricity. In a fridge there are four. The evaporator vaporizes a
refrigerant, in your case, freon, to absorb the heat from the box.
It’s then drawn into the compressor and elevated to high pressure,
raising the temperature. The hot gas is then condensed to liquid in
the condenser. From here the liquid flows through an expansion
valve, its pressure and temperature reduced to the conditions that
are maintained in the evaporator. It sucks out heat and is a
completely closed cycle. With no leaks it could last indefinitely.”
He smiled. “Don’t look so scared, it’s simpler than it sounds.
While you have to build the thing, you don’t have to reinvent it.
Taking into account your age and lack of experience, I’ve written a
design for you. Come, I’ll show you.”

His office was an extension of the
pandemonium of the outer room. Binders, newspapers, magazines,
spare parts, dirty coffee cups, a water cooler and half-size
fridge, and even items like sunglasses and hair-spray, had been
scattered throughout his office without sense. I’d come to realize
that there was just the two of us in “Ralph’s Palace.”

“Sit,” he said and passed me a binder.
Within was a step-by-step plan to build the fridge and the
instructions were simple. Then it struck me. We were playing a
game. He had to convince me that he was a tough nut, screwed on
tight, and I would have to work relentlessly to please him, but on
the other hand, he’d no intention of letting me fail, his
relationship with Stan depended on me passing this. I suddenly felt
much better.

“What rate of pay were you expecting?” he
asked.

I hadn’t been expecting any, but at once
came to a figure. I would ask for what Lloyd was earning at
Tappets. “Fifteen dollars an hour,” I said.

He had just taken a mouthful of what I
assumed to be coffee and spit it all over his desk, some of it on
me. “What?” he shouted angrily.

I could see that he was genuinely piqued.
“Fifteen dollars a day I meant to say.”

He sat back down. “That’s better,” he said.
“Go get started. If there’s any questions, I’m here, but I’m not
babysitting you.”

I studied the first page. A long list of
parts had to be found, punched-out, and molded, and I at once set
about doing this. That night at bedtime, I imagined that Sally and
I ran Tappets. We traveled the world over and bought businesses or
saved people. We grew enormously powerful and intervened in Cyprus
to stop the war. We saved President Nixon from Watergate and
prevented the communists from North Vietnam from invading the
south. Eventually we ruled the world and brought democracy to every
nation. At one o’clock, I awoke in a perfect world and slid in
beside Sally’s warm body, kissing her. She’d taken to sleeping
naked. The next day, I returned to Ralph’s Palace and began lining
up all the parts. By the end of the day, stopping only for a quick
sandwich, I was done and ready to start assembling next Tuesday.
With my first pay from Ralph, I bought Band on the Run by Paul
McCartney and Moondance by Van Morrison.

“What are you paying me?” I asked Stan when
I told him Ralph had paid me cash and showed him my new albums.

“What’s Ralph paying you?”

“Fifteen dollars a day.”

“We’ll pay you twenty.”

I was elated, not just with the money, but
with my progress on the refrigerator, my relationship with Sally,
and my whole life. However, all the while, the time ticked, and the
marshals who enforce The First Law of Life for people unlucky by
birth, especially for orphans, the law which says that when
everything is going well, things are certain to go wrong, were
amassing on my borders in great hordes. A big problem exists with
blocking out the paranoia that springs forth in your mind about the
first law: You deny it. You say that the reasoning seems faulty,
that payment won’t ever come due, that you can have endless luck
like the rest of the people. Nevertheless, you’re secretly afraid
that it’s not faulty reasoning at all, and that in fact, it’s
discerning of an order you can’t comprehend. You sense you are
powerless against the forces of the universe. You ask, ‘What is
more compelling than to be young and in love?’ You think you’re
completely protected, but of course, they’ll use your age and love
against you. Who controls the forces who would destroy love in one
of its purest forms, innocent pubescent romantic love such as Romeo
and Juliet, or such as Sally and me? I didn’t know it then, but
they’re everywhere, and they love that kind of tragedy.

A week later, on the Friday, Clara had a
stroke and her chances of recovery were low. Una packed up and left
for the island on Saturday. Mary was in Japan and Stan was at work.
Sally and I had the whole place to ourselves. It broke forth as a
gorgeous June day, hot, but not so bad as to make you sweat
standing still. Sally wore a bright blue two-piece bathing suit and
I had on long grey trunks. We uncovered the pool and dragged out
the patio furniture. Sally made some lemonade and brought it out
with rippled potato chips.

“That’s the phone ringing,” she said before
we dove in.

“Wait for me,” I called back as I ran to get
the phone. I talked to Stan for a minute and he promised to be no
later than five o’clock, which was fine with me. Rushing back to
the pool in bare feet, I hit the door bracket with my toe and flew
face down onto the patio cement. I looked up in shock. Sally must
have known from the tears in my eyes that I was hurt.

She rose and held her chest. “Are you okay?”
Without getting up, I rolled over. My chest was badly scraped, so
were my palms. It certainly felt like I had broken my toe and I
used all my will-power not to cry. The skin above the knee was also
mildly scraped, and of all things, my nose began to bleed. Sally
rushed over, a look of sheer terror was in her eyes, and it was so
dramatic that it made me laugh.

“It’s okay, Sal,” I said. I felt the top of
my nose and the skin had been scraped off. “Go get some bandages
and Ozonol,” I said.

Sally rushed away. The interlocked brick lay
several feet before the smooth patio stones around the pool and was
quite rough. I had been a fool to be running in that area without
shoes. I stood up and could walk. Relief washed over me. A broken
toe would have killed the summer. I knew the chlorine in the
pool-water would be better than anything else for my wounds, so I
dove in. It stung badly, and what was worse, I knew I had to
briskly rubbed all my scraped areas to get the dirt out. The
abrasion on the tip of my nose was agony to rub.

I crawled out of the pool and lied on the
edge, facing the sun, dizzy and feeling like I might faint. Sally
came over with towels and rubbed the cream on my sores, kissing me
on the lips when she was done. I kissed her back and soon I was
excited. Slipping the bottom of her bathing suit off, we began
making out. Even though Una had warned us that any such provocative
behavior would change everything if we were caught, I
wholeheartedly joined in the recklessness. When Sally lay back, I
took off my trunks. Blood from my face dripped on her small breasts
and it got spread around with my hands. It felt good to be out of
the sun and making love. Sally’s screams seemed to come to my ears
from far away. I looked up and literally jumped off her in front of
Aunt Gayle’s eyes. With me being excited and my cuts and scrapes
bleeding, I can only imagine what she thought, but the look she
gave, sent a shiver through me that I will remember clearly for the
rest of my life. It was a look of pure hate. Every time I had to
see her, I’d to live through that memory. I covered myself with my
hands and jumped into the pool so that my privates were out of her
vision. I scrambled and put on my trunks. I was one day from
finishing building my fridge and I wondered now if I would ever
complete it, if I’d be kicked out of the family. Sally had her swim
suit back on.

“Aunt Gayle, what are you doing here?” she
asked.

I could tell Sally was furious. “Are you all
right?” Gayle asked as though with great concern. “Did he rape
you?”

“What are you talking about?”

“There’s blood on you, dear.”

This I saw made Sally even angrier. “Why
don’t you mind your own business,” she said, “you should have rang
the doorbell or even phoned first. Do you think you can just walk
right in here?”

Gayle backtracked into the house. Sally dove
into the pool, and when she surfaced, she hugged me, her body
trembling. Gayle came back out to the edge of the pool and looked
at us as one might of the condemned, her liquid eyes swimming in
pleasure. “I told her not to marry a nonbeliever,” she whispered.
“There’s the doorbell. That will be the police.”

Never was I more sure that our pure and
innocent romantic love lay in ruins. “You’ve called the police?” I
asked in shock, grabbing Sally’s hand and racing out of the pool.
“You fool.”

“Where are we going?” Sally gasped as we
raced past Gayle into the house.

“Upstairs to get dressed and to phone Stan,”
I said loud enough for Gayle to hear. I knew I should phone Una and
ask for advice, but there was no time and it wouldn’t have made any
difference. I changed and phoned. Isaac answered.

“Get my dad,” I said in a rush, while
dressing.

“Your father is on his way home.”

Forgetting my manners, I slammed the phone
down. “Damn!” I thought of running away and escaping what I had to
face, but Sally returned from her room shaking in fear, dressed in
jeans and a t-shirt.

“I hate her,” she whispered.

I phoned the operator and gave her Una’s
Jamaican number, but no one answered. I realized that this was the
moment Satan had chosen to attack and they had picked it carefully.
“Let’s leave,” I suggested.

“Dad would be even more angry.”

A tap on the door stopped her in mid
sentence. “What?” I called.

“It’s the police,” a sharp male voice
said.

“Come in,” I said and held Sally’s hand. The
door opened and two male officers walked into the room. They were
both large young men. The largest one had his hat in hand and with
his brush-cut and several red pimples on his face and head, he
looked almost cruel, but his eyes were neutral, maybe even
kind.

The other officer had wavy brown hair and he
clearly looked annoyed, but his eyes weren’t judgmental either, but
rather diverted by his assessment of us. I saw he was changing his
mind even as he approached us and that they were both unhappy about
being here, that it was an unpleasant task. Aunt Gayle stood out in
the hall, her eyes still not able to conceal her pleasure.

“What’s happened here?” the second officer
asked.

I was anxious to answer his first question
coherently, but I may have mumbled slightly. “We’ve done nothing
wrong.”

“How old are you?”

“Fourteen,” I said.

He looked at Sally.

“And you, dear?”

“Fourteen.”

“Did your brother do anything to you
unwanted?”

“No, my aunt did,” Sally said, “she’s a
bitch.”

The first officer suppressed a smile with a
cough, but his eyes told me that our trouble wasn’t over.

“She reported a rape,” his partner
continued. “In cases involving incest.”

“Incest?” I said. “Who told you that?”

“Are you not brother and sister?”

Sally said yes and I answered no, and then I
clarified it.

“Are you familiar with statutory rape?” he
went on.

“My dad will be home in a moment,” Sally
pleaded. “Can’t you wait?”

I saw that she was going to cry. “Why don’t
we move out of the bedroom downstairs?” the larger officer with the
shaved head said. His eyes were now focused and bright. I knew he’d
assessed the situation and decided no crime had been committed. By
the time we had reached the front hall, the mansion had receded in
my mind and had become unreal. If other matters were discussed, I
tuned them out.

When I saw Stan’s face, tears sprung from my
eyes. In that instant, I thought he was gone from me forever, but
to my endless amazement, he came over and hugged us both. He took
the officers into the kitchen with Aunt Gayle, and what was said,
I’ve no idea. However when they came out, I could see from Gayle’s
face that she had been defeated, and with it, the forces of Satan.
She left the mansion, and to my knowledge, never came back. Our
troubles, however, were just beginning.

The officer had gleaned a promise from Stan
to get us both separate counseling from New Jersey Juvenile Aid. To
this effect, Mr. Drury’s office, my former truant-officer, had been
contacted and he’d agreed to directly help. This seemed to satisfy
them enough that they made a report and left. My next focus was
saving my relationship with Mary. She was arriving at La Guardia
tonight, and without Una here, I didn’t know how it would go. Mary
might blame Una for the whole matter. Everyone had long discerned
that Una knew everything about the family, so how could she have
not known this, and if she knew, why hadn’t she discussed it with
Mary, or forbid it with us? Her position in the family might now be
in jeopardy.

Mary might try to take her natural daughter
away from me. I didn’t really think this would happen, but it was a
possibility. We didn’t go with Stan to pick up Mary.

“What will happen to us?” Sally asked the
first time we were alone.

I hugged her and we began to kiss. We made
love for the very last time. I’ll never forget it and was glad that
it happened, but it was one of the saddest things I ever recall
from that time. Just like Sally, I could feel the mark had been put
upon us and the burden would be greater every time we touched.

“Your right eye is turning black,” Sally
said, tenderly kissing my wounds. I left to shower, and looking at
my reflection, I could see that indeed I was getting a black eye.
Once again in the mirror, I was a stranger to myself. Mary’s
arrival came in with a flurry. She burst into my room as I read,
Innovative Drilling Practices, then she forestalled what she was
going to say, to examine my face.

“How long has this been going on?” she
asked, her voice hiding her contained fury and saying nothing about
my black eye.

Stan stood behind her, two paces, and Sally
straggled into the room. “From the first night that you took me
home,” I answered without hesitation. “I slept with Sally that
night and most every other night since.”

This stunned her and she sat on the edge of
my bed. “For heaven sakes,” she said softly. She studied her hands
and looked slowly over at Sally. “Did he ever hurt you?” she asked.
Sally shook her head, her eyes filling with tears. “Does Una know
about this?” she asked further of me.

I looked at Sally, who told me with her
eyes, to deny it. “I don’t know,” I said.

For what must have been five whole minutes,
all four of us stood or sat in complete silence, then Mary spoke
again. “A parent’s job is to protect their children,” she said in
an even softer voice, “but I don’t know what to do. This can’t go
on. I can see that you love each other, but it’s impossible, just
impossible. It’s your duty upheld by law to obey us and incest is a
crime in all societies.”

“But, mom, we aren’t brother and sister by
blood,” I said.

She rose and came nose to nose with me. “You
can’t use us as your family just when it pleases you,” she said
crossly, “and cast us aside when you want sex. You’re our son,
legally, morally, every way. Children of ordinary understanding
know that they must obey their parents. I forbid you to sleep with
Sally anymore. She is your sister, no more, no less. She can’t be
your girlfriend. You must find another girl, just as she must find
a boyfriend. I know that the moral and intellectual maturity of a
fourteen-year-old approaches that of a adult, but that’s all the
more reason to listen to us.”

“We love one another,” Sally said, crying
aloud.

“When you’re fourteen, you love yourself.
You make each other feel good. How do you know love? Love is
sacrifice not self-gratification, and you don’t learn it until
later, if you learn it at all. Now let me restate what I said, I
forbid you to be with each other intimately ever again.”

Without waiting for a response, she turned
and left with Sally. I acutely felt the need for Una’s council, but
I saw I was going to be left with Stan’s. “I fell in love with a
girl when I was your age,” he said kindly. “It was different back
then. All you could do was kiss a girl. I guess when you’re an
orphan you learn everything fast.”

For the second time that day, he hugged me,
and this time I hugged him back. “I’m so sorry to cause you this
embarrassment,” I whispered.

“I think Mary’s a little embarrassed, but
not me. Life is full of trouble, Christian. I’ve seen so much
suffering and death, especially in the camps, that you sleeping
with Sally is but a small infraction, a tiny complication in life,
and easily fixed. You weren’t a direct blood-brother to her and you
didn’t force yourself onto her. I love you no less for it, but you
need to understand, it can’t go on. Remember the shoplifting? It’s
like that. Once you were caught, the only clear choice was the one
you made back then: Don’t do it again. I know it’s harder this
time, but between Mr. Drury and myself, we’ll help you through it.
Remember, son, because of Gayle Harris, it’s a legal process as
well, so the less they know, the better for all of us. You can be
honest with Mr. Drury, but discreet as well. Do you understand?” I
nodded, thinking that so far, Stan’s advice was excellent. “Una’s a
funny duck not to have warned you of the consequences of letting
someone like Aunt Gayle see you two together,” he continued.

“She did warn us,” I said before I stopped
to think.

“She knew after all?” he asked. “We’ll just
keep that between us two for now. How’s the refrigerator
going?”

“I need to attach the installation and coils
on the back and plug it in. If it doesn’t work, I’ll just die.”

“You might have to start working Saturdays
to keep yourself busy.”

I didn’t know what he meant by this. “What I
need is more money so I can start going out.”

“You’re a bit young to be hitting the bars
because of a broken heart,” he said with a light grin.

I looked straight at him and forced out a
smile. “When you adopted me, I was already working for people who
owned bars. Besides, I don’t drink. I meant rock concerts.”

If he was shocked at my words, he kept it
off his face. “I’ll see what we can do about the money. You can’t
go by yourself though. Perhaps Lloyd will take you to a few. If
they aren’t too loud, I’ll go with you myself.” I nodded. “Are you
hungry?” he asked. Again I nodded. “Come on,” he added. “I will fry
us up some sausage.”

I didn’t really feel like sausage, but I
nodded for the third time. The next morning, we went to church.
Sally and I were separated by Stan and Mary. I remember Father
Mackay’s sermon. “The origin of sin,” he said in his clear vibrant
voice, “and the reason for its existence, are a source of
perplexity. Many see the work of evil with it’s terrible results
and wonder how all this suffering can exist under the reign of one
who is infinite in wisdom.” I wondered that exact thing myself.
“However, such a thing,” he continued, “is elementary to
understand. If we are to be free, truly free, then evil must exist.
After all, our choices have to be real. We must be free to choose
evil as well as good, or what is the benefit in choice at all? As
for what background we choose against, a code of law exists. The
Almighty has given to us the guidance of scripture. The Bible sets
out the rules. If they seem to you as though natural laws, that
impression is not without foundation.

“The Almighty sent his son to die for our
sins and Jesus left us the One True Church as a guide, and other
Christian institutions as well. I beg you all, read the bible for
yourselves. If you read with care, you’ll know the difference
between good and evil, virtue and sin, and wisdom and folly. A
Christian is allowed carnal love, but must do so inside the
sacrament of matrimony. He is granted the right to earn a profit or
a wage, but must give back some of it in charity of one form or
another. He’s permitted some worldly pleasures, while understanding
that his greater place in the world is to serve the Lord.”

His words seemed sound-minded and I realized
that if I married Sally our problem would be over, but, would the
church marry a brother and his stepsister? I decided that I should
read the bible and see if there were any loopholes.

My meeting with Mr. Drury that afternoon
took place in the Rose Room at the Tappet Mansion. He seemed much
less sad-looking than when I’d first met him. His bald spot was
bigger and he had gained weight. He no longer looked like a cop.
The back doors were open and the sounds of the summer afternoon
came in. He seemed genuinely happy to see me and I told him the
types of things I was doing at Tappets, about my school-grades,
piloting, basketball, baseball, piano, and other
accomplishments.

“My goodness,” he said with his trademark
reserve, “you’re living the life of Riley.” I didn’t know any Riley
and had never heard of the television series. “You have all of
these things, Christian, and you seem so happy, I just don’t
understand it.”

“I love Sally, and did so, from the moment I
first laid my eyes on her.”

“Everyone should love their sister.”

“Are you a Catholic?”

He looked confused. “I was raised an
Anglican, but I no longer believe.”

“Stan doesn’t either. I want to marry Sally.
Is there any way I can?”

He sighed and shook his head, rubbing his
hands together in trepidation. “I was born in Britain, you know,”
he whispered. “They have a saying there, ‘Keep a stiff upper lip.’
Do you know what that means?” I had never heard of it and shook my
head again. “It means that when you’re doing your duty,” he
continued, “to complain is betrayal, and that in life men are bound
by duty. To be a man, it must be done with honor or not at all.” I
swallowed. This sounded bad. “Duty is doing the right thing by your
parents, country, and morality,” he went-on. “Sometimes, it’s doing
a soldier’s duty and giving up your very life to protect your
nation. It’s hard, but you must do it without complaining. I know
you aren’t a coward and that if the Russians attacked America, you
would enlist. I can tell you love the Tappets. Don’t destroy them
by this continued behavior. Sometimes, you must deny your own needs
to do the right thing. It’s complicated, but I see that you
understand completely. Don’t touch your sister again! I know the
boys in orphanages start sex way too fast. I’m not blind or
heartless to your love for her. My advice to you is to love her as
a sister deserves and find a girlfriend for that other love, maybe
a high-school senior. But for today, I’ll be satisfied with a
promise. Give your word, now, that you won’t have sex with your
sister again.” I nodded. “Say it aloud,” he demanded softly.

I promised it out loud. He pulled out a
typed piece of paper from his briefcase which he read, “I,
Christian Donald Briner Tappet, swear on this Sunday, July 14,
1974, to refrain from any further intimate contact with my sister,
Sally Lynn Tappet.” He passed it to me, and without complaint,
doing my duty with honor, I signed it.

 


Chapter Seven




To see Sally, especially on the way to work
in the morning, became excruciatingly painful. In the next weeks,
Lloyd and I visited rock clubs in downtown New York City. I saw The
Police, The Sex Pistols, The Clash, The Talking Heads, Bruce
Springsteen, Southside Jonny, and many other bands who haven’t
become famous. For the first time in my life I smoked weed. Lloyd
seemed to always have some and it relieved the stress of the
loneliness from not seeing Sally. I saw Paul Simon, Bob Dylan, and
Gordon Lightfoot with Stan and had a very good time. Overall, these
events brought me only small comfort compared to the loss I felt.
At work, Ralph’s projects on rebuilding appliances remained the
highlight of my summer. From the refrigerator to microwave, my
reconstruction efforts were all passes. Some of them didn’t look
that pretty, but they all worked fairly well. I know Ralph was
exceedingly happy, and at the end of August on my last shift, he
gave me a hug, and a bonus of one hundred and twenty dollars.

I asked Mary to switch schools in September
when I started grade eleven. The thought of seeing Sally everyday
talking to other boys, drove me to depression. She and Stan agreed
that this would be best and thought it also wise for me to start
working weekends at the Hoboken Office through to Christmas. I knew
Sally was as sad as me. Over the Christmas Holidays that year, I
traveled to Japan with Mary and Hiroyuki Nakamura. It was my first
time there, and one of Mary’s assistants, Barbara Read, showed me
around Tokyo and bought me gifts to cheer me up.

While I was there I read The Silent Cry by
Ōe Kenzaburō. Sally stayed at home with Stan and Una. It was a hard
Christmas Season, but I saw what they were doing and appreciated
it. I seemed to be surviving better than Sally. She’d taken to
tantrums, and openly criticized Stan and Mary, even sometimes, me
and Una. I’d heard rumors that at school she was being sluttish and
smug, one time even lifting up her top to show the basketball team
her breasts, but anytime I asked her about it, she’d say, “Unlike
yourself, I would never betray you,” or some such hurtful
comment.

“I swore an oath not to sleep with you
again,” I answered. “I promised everyone.”

“You didn’t promise me.”

Sally’s body was developing, and she began
at times, and more and more frequently, to take on a stunning
charismatic quality to which everyone alluded when they saw it, a
pale exotic look of beguiled teenage beauty, a look of hurt, and of
the unreachable height of purity, all mixed with a mature
sexuality. Sometimes it was quite captivating.

We still had moments when we would talk
alone together, and our mutual tenderness and affection would
reassert itself.

“You’ve gained a lot of weight,” Sally said
to me on the May long weekend of that year. Both Mary and Stan were
away. I had taken off my shirt in the spring sun while we opened
the pool. It was true, I’d a flabby middle, but I didn’t care.

“Don’t let yourself go on account of what
happened,” she whispered. “I’m feeling better now. I still miss
you, but what they made you promise is beginning to make some
sense.”

I nodded. Una brought us out homemade pizzas
and juice and sat out in the sun with us. “It’s delightful,” she
said cheerfully, “the worst is over and spring has sprung.”

We agreed and ate with her in the warm sun.
“When I first met your parents in 1959,” she said, “I was a speaker
at the West Indies Federation Conference. I urged for continuation
of Jamaican’s association with the Federation. I felt too much
separatism would isolate the island economically. Back then I
weighed much less and was much more of a peacock.” We both laughed.
“Stan and Mary were on holidays there, but had come to the
conference to get a sense of the prospect of the island’s economic
stability. Tappets was thinking to build there. After the meeting,
they introduced themselves and we sat down and talked at length. I
immediately liked them, and being in business in Jamaica, I was
acutely aware of its problems. We had a frank discussion.”

“What does that mean?” Sally asked
clumsily.

She giggled and reached over and kissed
Sally on the cheek. “It means that I told them not to build in
Jamaica. They visited my Kingston Jerk Shack the next day and we
had a wonderful lunch. I spent the rest of their holiday with them.
They met my little Peewee, and thought him just fine. On their
invitation, I came to visit them that Christmas in Jersey. Your mom
was just pregnant with you, Sally, and they were very much in love
and happy, working on your bedroom and fixing up the mansion. It
was a wonderful visit. After my Sweet Peewee’s funeral, I began
demanding justice of the authorities in Jamaica. I sold my home to
raise money and moved in with Clara. Often I mentioned your mother
and father in my sorrow.

“One early morning, Clara always rises at
dawn, she put out a suspicious fire at her hacienda. It was then,
although struggling with English, she phoned Mary and begged her to
save me before I was stamped out by gun-toting crews of the dark
Jamaica. They’re especially bad in Kingston, where some
neighborhoods resemble armed Mafioso camps. Over five hundred gun
murders occurred in that city last year.”

“Mary came down to the island and saw you?”
I asked.

“Both of them came, begging me to leave and
work for them in New Jersey. I kissed and hugged them. It was a
wonderful gesture, but I couldn’t see myself leaving the island, my
sweet Peewee without vengeance and all. Three days later, a bomb
blew my car up in front of the Kingston Jerk Shack. I packed up
soon after and only returned to sell my businesses or see my
mother.”

Sally and I could hardly speak. The world
was a horrible place beyond the borders of the Tappets. Recently in
both Jersey and New York City, there had been a sharp rise in
murder, kidnapping, rape, and other violent crimes. It was expected
that New York City would default on its loans and declare
bankruptcy. America was vilified around the world as a society of
runaway greed. Guerrilla fighting in El Salvador, Bolivia, Chile,
Argentina, Nicaragua, and Uruguay, had left thousands dead. The
Khmer Rouge Communists had taken over Cambodia. The North
Vietnamese had taken over the South. The Soviet Union, Yugoslavia,
and China, had increased their grip over their citizens. In the
Middle East, the situation was horrifying. In Lebanon, the
Christians and Muslims openly fought with one another. Thousands
were being killed. Just a few weeks ago a Palestinian bomber
attacked a Passover crowd of shoppers in Israel and had killed
thirteen persons and wounded seventy-two. A survey undertaken of
the population of Ireland confirmed it was the most churchgoing
place in Christendom, yet Catholic and Protestant continued to kill
and terrorize each other. No wonder so many people became
Communists.

I’d a baseball game that afternoon, and Andy
and I left at about two o’clock to Pulaski Park. Our team was quite
seasoned and our pitcher had a mean fastball. We won an easy
victory and when we were shaking hands afterward, I was surprised
to spot Mary sitting in the bleachers. How long she’d been there, I
had no idea. I came over at once and kissed her on the cheek.

“What brings you here?” I asked, “I thought
you were in the office all day?”

“You and Andy both played well. I’ll drive
you two home, and Christian, you can quickly get changed. We’re
going out to supper.”

I knew something was up and was anxious.
This was quite exceptional. “Why is Mom taking me out to supper?” I
asked Una.

“You’ll soon see.”

I frowned and dressed in dark green cotton
pants and a brand-new white turtle neck. I applied bactericidal
medicine to my facial pimples and looked at my reflection in the
mirror. Again, I’d the impression of a stranger looking back at me.
I’d just reached a height of six feet and my blond hair had turned
a dirty sandy color. Quite often, it was greasy even though I
showered every day, but I knew it was my diet. I looked to my own
critical eye, unattractive, but I couldn’t say that I actually
cared about it either.

Mary drove to a restaurant downtown near the
lake, Michael’s Tin Island Bar and Tavern, a new large eatery with
a separate jazz bar which faced the massive parking lot. A table
had been reserved for us on the other side of the restaurant in the
back corner, near the glass-doors leading to an unopened patio-deck
which looked out on the skyscrapers of New York City and faced
Riverdale Street.

The tables were covered in white linen. The
candles were also white. Clusters of them sat on the large tables,
all aflame, and the white walls were hand-painted in thin light
cherry-red sketches of famous New York City areas such as the
United Nation Buildings, Times Square, and Central Park. The
ceiling was also white and the floor was crimson red. Candles
burned on the columns as well, and on the mantels above the five
fireplaces which were all burning softly. I couldn’t make up my
mind if I liked the whole effect, but it was something which
certainly caught the eye.

When we sat, Mary selected dry white wine
from France. I agreed to try a glass. The waiter was a tall sturdy
man who reminded me of one of my favorite high school teachers. I
watched him serve other tables. My marks this year had been
exceptional and the Scholastic Assessment Test scores were high as
well. Stan thought I would be accepted at any of the eight Ivy
League Universities and so I had applied to them all. Unlike many
young men, I wasn’t looking for a way out from under the thumbs of
my parents. I’d a lot of freedom and was quite happy to go wherever
they wished, but my first choice was NYCU. That’s where Sally was
going. However they wanted me to go to Princeton and had bribed me
by offering me a new car.

“That would be an hour every day both ways,”
I’d said.

“Much less than that, Christian,” Stan said.
He’d answered me with that look he had down pat which meant that I
should accept the inevitable.

My hamburger and her fish Creole on rice
were served and we ate in silence. “Is there a reason why we’ve
come here?” I asked at length.

She reached into her purse and pulled out a
clear plastic bag with weed in it. I realized at once that it was
mine. I swallowed my first whole glass of wine without noticing the
taste. My heart raced, and for sometime, I was dizzy and couldn’t
breathe. Was this the last straw? Had they had enough? Would I at
last be kicked out of the Tappets? I was quite aware of their
severe views on marijuana and other harder drugs. I looked into her
eyes and had no idea how to respond, however, I found myself also
angry that she’d gone through my private things.

“Maybe you should rate this for me,” I said.
“Put it somewhere between the shoplifting episode and my
pre-adolescent indiscretions with Sally. Then I’d know where I
stand. It’s not exactly in league with Richard Nixon’s cover-up of
the Watergate Affair.”

She and Stan were long time Republicans and
had both voted for Nixon. I could see my sarcasm hit home and I was
sorry I said it. “Are you making a joke?” she said. “It’s an
illegal substance.”

I shrugged. “I can’t have Sally as my
girlfriend even though I love her,” I said with indignation. “I
don’t drink, smoke, or slack off. I’ve done everything you’ve asked
of me. My marks are fine and my work at the office, according to
Dad, is outstanding. Why are you going through my things? Was Sally
right all along? Are you my jail-keeper?” I saw that I’d hurt her
feelings and was again regretful. “I’m sorry,” I said, “But I don’t
understand it.”

“I didn’t go through your things,” she said
bitterly. “Una found it washing your pants. We hoped it was a
willing slip, a cry for help.”

I chuckled a moment. Why would my mother
think I needed help? I tried another glass of wine and decided I
liked it. “I’ll do no more jaye, if you, Stan, and Una, agree to
allow me to drink.”

“Everything is a negotiation.”

“Look who’s talking.”

We ate a little more in silence. “Stan will
never agree to it,” she said after the waiter cleared our
plates.

I shrugged in disbelief and saw that I’d
ticked her plenty. She pointed at me in a threatening manner. “No
inebriation,” she said. “No drinking if you’re driving, piloting or
at work.”

I poured another glass of wine and ordered a
piece of chocolate cake. “Shall we shake on it,” I said.

She smiled and shook her head. “You are as
cutthroat as ever,” she said. “But I must say, you’re always good
to your word. Now, about university. We are very proud of you and
you may go where you wish, but if Sally is going to NYCU, Stan and
I insist you go elsewhere.”

I ignored the fact that she had me figured
out pretty well. “Now that we’re alone,” I said, “I’ve always been
curious about something. Some people say that Una runs the company.
I know that it’s partially true. Why do you and Stan encourage the
perception?”

“No real reason exists, it just happened
that way. We love her.”

It wasn’t the answer I expected. It seemed
too simple. However, that was the thing about the Tappets that was
so improbable, they were as good as it gets. That summer I was
accepted at Princeton and planned to follow my parents’ wishes. My
life still seemed to me somehow to be a Tappets’ life, not my own.
It scared me, and all the more, because I really didn’t object.
Stan bought me a Mercedes Benz, a red one that was two years old.
They also gave me a few hundred dollars to spend on clothes. Sally
didn’t get a car and I knew it bothered her, but she was attending
NYCU after all.

At the end of the summer, the
twenty-one-year-old heir to the Seagram’s liquor fortune, a family
Mary and Stan knew through their business circles, was abducted at
gunpoint from the driveway of his mother’s estate in New York
State. He was held for nine days in a Brooklyn apartment while his
multimillionaire father negotiated for his release. After over two
million dollars had been paid, federal agents rescued him,
retrieved the money, and arrested two men, a New York City fireman,
and an operator of a limousine service. The following week, Stan
put in a new security system and hired a New York City firm, The
Burgess-Veld Investigative and Security Agency to monitor the
family and make suggestions for our safety.

It was the first time I’d heard him openly
talk of our estimated worth and I was startled to discover that it
was in the billions. My head swelled, but even though I was stunned
by the amount, I knew better than to ever repeat it. Peter Burgess,
the co-founder of the security firm, personally came to the house.
He was an African-American man, muscular, trim, and with short
jet-black hair. He stood a half a foot taller than Stan, and was
younger by almost two decades. I thought that his brown eyes
radiated keenness and his muscular frame exuded a sort of killer’s
strength; he looked exactly like a hunter, yet to me, I felt
immediately comfortable with him and liked him.

He looked me in the eye and restrained
himself from repeating any platitudes to the son of a wealthy
costumer. I appreciated that, and I bet Stan did too. “He’d be gone
to bed,” Una whispered at one point when he was out of earshot,
leaning over to Sally and I. We both laughed.

“He’s very handsome,” Sally whispered back
and I became envious of his body and clear complexion.

“No perfect security system exists,” he said
after an hour of looking around. “The best in a free society are
still flawed. Criminals walk the street unmolested.” We were all
gathered in the main living room, including Isaac and Larry. “Much
needs to be done just to close the huge gaping holes in security
here,” he added. “I’ll check your office tomorrow. The cars should
go. Replaced them with newer smaller less-expensive black or grey
generic styles. Any brand will do, as long as they aren’t the most
expensive. If you need big cars, you should rent a limousine but
insist Larry drive it.

“The gates at the back and sides have to be
replaced at once with the uniform metal fence that surround the
property and which is otherwise pretty good. Outside cameras and
motion-detection lights should be installed on the grounds. The
front gate should close and lock automatically. Remote key codes
can be activated from inside the cars and an intercom system
installed at the gate for visitors.

“Inside, we’ll establish the whole gambit of
a modern security system, access codes, motion detectors,
bolt-locks, window bolts, and so forth. Don’t let this scare you.
It’s a radical change, but a necessary one. It’ll neither be as
hard nor as expensive as it sounds and our contractors finish up
fast. We’re number one in the city and our products have shown to
get results . . . to have literally saved people’s lives.”

“A word to the wise, Mr. Burgess,” Una piped
in from behind the couch, “Larry, Isaac, and myself, need
unfettered access to the mansion. I mean, I live here, but that’s
besides the point. The Tappets are busy and can’t make it through
their hectic days bogged down with letting us in and out of the
bathrooms to go pee.”

We all laughed. “You’re from the island,
Una?” he said with a friendly voice, obviously taken aback with
Una’s outspoken manner and not understanding her position inside
the family, but then, who would?

“You’ll see that where I’m from has nothing
to do with it.”

He looked at Stan and Mary as though for an
explanation, but they refrained from any remark and even Stan’s
constant rejoinder that Una was our mad housekeeper didn’t get
aired.

“I’m hearing you,” Peter said at length,
reading the whole situation correct. “Secured, but not
shackled.”

“Good,” she said, rising, and heading for
the kitchen.

“That means she really likes you,” I said
when she was out of earshot. We all laughed again. The next
morning, Stan and I drove to Princeton University. I had been down
alone several times to check everything out. The supplement classes
were to be small and well supervised. They expected first year
students to live in one of the assigned five residential colleges,
where they would study, eat, and socialize, but I wanted nothing to
do with that, or with the nonresidential eating clubs adjacent to
it.

After having met some of the students,
seeing them talk of their life and casually dropping the names of
their family, or friends of the family, or even neighbors in the
who’s who world of wealth and fame, I began to feel ashamed of my
own past behavior. I saw that they were as insecure as me and
understood why Stan and Mary so ardently avoided any such vanity,
and there was one other thing about them, none of them seemed
cool.

About this time, I was experiencing
roller-coaster cycles of blues and elation, but consistently my
esteem was low. My view of the kind of person I’d become, my body,
my behavior, and my overall appearance, began to sink. After Dad
and I toured the area of the main campus, we walked to each lecture
hall I would attend, and the tutorial areas off from them where the
lectures would be supplemented by post graduate teachers.

“This is where the real learning will take
place,” Stan noted.

How he knew, I’d no idea. Maybe he had been
told that by Una. Stan and Mary had paid over fifteen thousand
dollars for my five courses: Greco-Roman Civilization, The American
Novel, Reason and Probability, A History of Five Major Religions,
and Structural Engineering. I was dreading it, yet also excited. It
drizzled much of the day and I was glad when Stan offered to head
back.

“Would you like to go to the Gusto for
supper?” he asked. It was my favorite steak place and was very near
to where we played hardball at Pulaski Park. We sat in front of the
window which looked on Willow which connected one way or another to
the Skyway, the Turnpike, the Holland and Lincoln Tunnels and JFK
Boulevard. The busy streets were still wet but the drizzle had
stopped.

We were served by a pretty blond-haired
waitress who over the years we’d come to know. “Look,” she said in
shock just as she came to greet us.

I stood up. A naked burly man, flailing his
arms and shouting madly, ran down the middle of the street into
oncoming traffic. If he was yelling anything discernible, I
couldn’t make it out from the restaurant. I sighed loudly and
grabbed my chest, as a huge city sanitation truck barely missed
him, then a car screeched to a stop in front of him, then another
behind that one. The naked man ran past them, hitting their hoods
with his open palms in anger, returning to his shouting, and
flailing. Two other cars sped past him, oblivious to his plight,
then a city bus hit him dead-on. He flew back to the pavement. I
gasped in shock.

Stan raced across the street toward the
accident. My leaden feet slowly followed him. I feared to go any
faster, but had to see what Stan was doing. The crowds and traffic
had stopped for a moment and the streets seemed almost silent. Stan
checked the man for vital signs, getting blood on his hands. The
man was bleeding from the back of his skull, and pretty much
everywhere else that I could see. His face was smashed, it had
abrasions everywhere, and it appeared as if he’d stopped breathing.
I felt sick. Stan looked up as though to say to me, ‘Why aren’t you
down here beside me, helping.’

“He’s just a bum,” I answered to myself. I’d
always despised panhandlers, druggies, and street-people. By the
time the ambulance came, the man was dead. I couldn’t go back to
any meal, and I think, Stan felt the same.

“I wonder why he did it?” I asked.

“Some folks call people like him the
backwash of the system, but you have to feel sorry for them. Life
is hard.”

We thanked the waitress and left without
ordering our meal. That night I dreamt of lying with Sally, but
every time I reached out to touch her, I saw the man’s face on her
body.

When September came, I was jittery, but the
year flew by like a cyclone. It struck me as an entire unified
event, like a well written poem. I drank plenty of wine. Everyone
who taught me seemed to like my posture toward them, my work-ethic
to schooling, and my genuine manners. Of course, the other students
thought I just kissed butt, I was friendless, and whether it was
true or not, I didn’t care.

On the other hand, they did laugh at many of
my jokes. I wished I’d been humble enough to say that I thought all
the professors were geniuses. I thought some of them dull. Also, I
ignored students on a social basis. I didn’t attend their parties
and such. I completely extricated myself from any internal campus
politics. My marks were exceptional, beyond even what I’d hoped. I
felt I could ask Mary and Stan for the summer off. They held a
conference on it. I spied on them, even though I was going on
eighteen-years-old. Following Una’s advice, they flatly turned me
down. Una’s view was that I wouldn’t get a jump on my second year
school work as I promised, but would laze around all summer and be
in her space. For the life of me, I couldn’t say she was being
unfair. But it seemed so unfair at the time and she hurt my
feelings. Was life nothing but work and more work? Even for the
rich?

To compensate me for the fact that they
turned me down, Una said I could have the cottage for a whole week
at the end of the summer if I took Lloyd as a chaperone. Lloyd had
completed his college in 1977 and now worked directly under Ken
Roxton as a junior manager at Modal, with part-time training for a
management position at Poss Fast-Discs under Hiroyuki Nakamura. I
saw that the Tappets thought the world of Lloyd and he had hung his
fate on our hook, but that didn’t trouble me, even though it should
have.

When I spoke to him about the cottage, he
laughed and said he would get us some young girls. It sounded
exciting. A major heat wave struck New York State in July, and
Sally, Andy, and I took to the pool for hours every evening. My
body by that point was outright sloppy and I weighed over two
hundred pounds. It was at that time that I half-heartedly began to
workout and skip lunches. I visited a dermatologist, who convinced
me to drink three to four quarts of water a day, combined with
constant applications of accutane and tretinoin skin-cream, to
clear up my acne. Over the year, it had become acute, or at least
to my eye. By the time the end of August came, I’d lost twenty
pounds, but my body still looked lumpy to me and my skin wasn’t
completely free of pimples.

When Lloyd and I arrived at the cottage, he
put on an explicit pornographic video-tape. “That’s what we’ll be
doing tomorrow night,” he boasted.

I was astounded at the graphic nature of it.
I’d heard of such things, but had never imagined I would be
watching it, let alone doing it. “Where did you get this?”

“Good, isn’t it? Wait until you see some of
the women on this thing. They’re hot.”

“How much did it cost?”

“Diddly-squat. Kwong leant it to me.”

Kwong was Kwong Katigbaki, an old friend of
Lloyd’s from the Carling Street days. I was dumbfounded and grew
excited by each sequence of lurid repetitive pumping and sucking. I
could hardly sleep that night in anticipation. I dreamt of sex the
entire time I slept.

If Jesus had visited me that night, he’d
have been appalled. Good to his word, before noon of the next day,
two young girls were dropped off by Lloyds’ friend, Kwong, who came
into the cottage alone and looked around first. He was Korean,
about nineteen or twenty years old, although this was hard to tell.
His face was without hair and his deep almond eyes appeared
penetrating, maybe even cruel. He’d a sturdy body with a developed
chest and arms, emphasized in a tight cotton shirt, dress pants,
and a sports-jacket. My immediate instinct was that he was a bad
person, brutal, and greedy, but I hid my reaction. I became truly
nervous of him.

“Nice,” he said with a thick accent, I
assumed evaluating the cottage. “You like Korean girls?”

I shrugged. I’d seen now that he was armed
with a pistol and I had grown nervous. My heart began to pound.
“Maybe,” I said.

“You a Tappet?” he asked. I nodded. “They
pretty. You not racist?” I shook my head. “You don’t hurt girls?”
he asked further and I looked at Lloyd.

“Jesus, who does he think we are?” I
asked.

By then it had dawned on me that they were
street girls and my anticipation was souring by the second. I
wanted to call the whole thing off when he called them in, then,
when I saw them I went silent. They were young and had long black
hair, both were svelte women, glamorous and fascinating. They were
dressed modestly and didn’t at all look like any of the working
girls I had seen on the streets. Kwong chuckled at my reaction and
shook my hand.

“I see you nice. You like?” I nodded. Lloyd
smiled and shook hands with Kwong. “I be back tomorrow,” Kwong
continued, “Noon. Sharp.”

With a little flurry and a light kiss to
both girls, he left. They introduced themselves as Kim Lai and Mi
Ley, and whether these were their real names, was highly unlikely.
Within minutes it was obvious they didn’t understand a thing we
said.

“You can’t have everything,” Lloyd said in
regards to their lack of English. “Who do you want first?”

I picked Kim Lai. She was the taller of the
two. Lloyd began kissing Mi Ley and I watched them as they openly
made out right in front of us. In a minute they were both naked on
the couch. I was transfixed until Kim Lai came and took my hand,
pulling me to one of the bedrooms. That afternoon, Lloyd and I took
turns on and off with both girls. I lost all my modesty around him
and the girls. To my shame, my body reacted excitedly even while I
became perplexed when a deluge of loneliness for Sally washed over
me with each passing encounter. I became so sad into the evening
that I couldn’t sleep and was restless the whole night through. I
counted the hours until the girls left.

“I don’t want to do that again,” I said to
Lloyd when they were gone. “It’s like pretending.”

Then unfortunately, I preceded to tell him
of my relationship with Sally and what had happened to destroy
it.

The next year flew by like the first, except
for one thing. I took a course on the History of Europe from the
Renaissance through to World War II which was staffed and
supervised by a tutorial leader, an undergraduate who was an
adamant Marxist. He was a horrible fellow, a total ideologue who
was too young and unpolished to hide it in any way. He wore this
scraggly beard which always had bits of food in it and constantly
sucked on Halls candy which had rotted out his teeth and which did
nothing to mask his bad breath.

He preached that everything in history
flowed through and from the labor movement. All capitalists were
parasites. America was a country of white pirates who in 1492 stole
the continent from the world’s most beautiful people, and after
slaughtering them, brought over from Africa, the world’s second
most beautiful people, as their slaves. However, the Capitalists
weren’t just heartless, greedy, white and Christian, they were also
responsible for India’s overpopulation, China’s scarcity of food,
the Soviet’s intellectual chauvinism, South Africa’s apartheid,
Germany’s former Nazism, Italy’s former fascism, Japan’s former
imperialism and every other sin of the modern world, past, present
and to come.

“How come,” I asked one day, “if
philosophers weren’t able to recognize that we were trapped in the
material dialectic, Karl Marx was all of a sudden able to break out
of the trap?”

“He was the first true philosopher,” he said
in all sincerity. “Once he took off the veil of history and showed
its inevitable march toward the world without governments, other
brilliant minds followed his lead.”

“I can tell that you’re one of those
brilliant minds,” I responded.

He frowned. “I’m just saying,” he continued,
“that more and more people recognize that history has an
intransigent nature and nothing can stop it. Already one third of
the world is under communist rule. There’s nothing you can do about
it.”

I had long known he had an answer for
everything and that he hated me, but like a fool I would continue
these insipid conversations, sometimes even drawing a small crowd
of students.

“I realize that according to you,” I
persisted, “all sorts of leftist theories exist scientifically
proving that capitalism leads to monopolies. How come the only
major monopolies in America that exist are government created and
protected ones?”

He blew off my question. “The same
capitalists involved over the world are consolidating and growing
larger. It’s an indisputably totally proven fact.”

I knew that it was untrue. Tappets was
pretty large, but if mismanaged, it could be destroyed in a couple
of years. Companies were fragile, and so was the stock market
system which supported them. “Why will the people rise up and
violently overthrow the Western Democracies after some future
crisis occurs? I mean why do you preach Marxism? If it’s
inevitable, violent action and preaching are unnecessary?”

“We don’t preach,” he said with a lie. “We
point out a path for the proletarian to follow. You’re never going
to understand it. You come from the wrong class.”

He was a knavish fellow and would always
have a rejoinder, but why I have such nasty feelings about him is
another matter. He grew to dislike me as I bested him in public
throughout the year and began to avoid me. I was rather insulted.
When I failed the course at the end of my term, I waged a rather
public fight with him and marched to the dean’s office to register
my complaint. I was indignant that this malcontent could possibly
do this. I knew it was nothing except revenge. My work was focused,
well-researched, and I had been careful to follow the guidelines. I
put a tremendous amount of work into all my papers, no matter how
large or small. The more I thought about it, the angrier I became,
but the dean’s office, good to their word, investigated my
complaint and asked the course professor to re-grade my three main
course papers. I received an overall A-plus.

I found myself in the summer of 1979, once
again working at Tappets. I often traveled with Stan to Japan or
different plants in the States. On these stateside excursions, I
piloted him. I presently knew every key player in Tappets on a
first name basis. The Stanroids were all free-wielding managers
except Hiroyuki. Mary’s loyalists were managerially restrained
except Cheryl Garland at Nexus, one of her oldest allies. I hadn’t
made up my mind about many of them, but I did have an intense
dislike for Graham Roberts, the head of Constant Batteries, who
always looked at me with acute resentment.

Clara had another stroke at the beginning of
the summer and Una left for Jamaica. Unlike it had in the past,
this didn’t tip me off to keep an eye on any upcoming calamity as
it should have. I’d forgot about The First Law of Life for the
unlucky; then one scorching afternoon near the end of July, it
happened . . . it would cost me so much suffering, and that was the
least of it. It was after an industrial league hardball game and my
mind was focused on only two things: Getting to the pool, it was
around 85̊ F, and relaxing. I was leaving for Japan in a couple of
days to join Stan, and tomorrow I’d quite a bit of running around
to do. Sally had come to watch Andy and I play. I was happy to have
won, but I was tired. I’d stayed up too late the night before and
ate too little for breakfast.

We approached that damnable corner where I
think everything in Jersey and New York Cities merges into Newark
and Willow. We passed where the naked street-person had been killed
by the bus. Besides the traffic commotion, what also annoyed me
here was the level of noise, the seeming chaos. Cars pulled u-turns
or cube-vans whizzed to a postal sorting-center nearby. It was
always something, and then there were the street-people, who I
detested more as I grew older.

I noticed that Sally’s attention had been
drawn to a vacant parking lot east of us on the other side of the
street. Young people sold flowers in front of an old
psychedelically painted school-bus, from one end of it to the
other, the flowered prints and plaid stripes exploded in garish
greens, pinks, yellows, and blues. I knew this sort of art was
inspired by drugs, especially LSD, by hippies, and like the
panhandlers and street people, I hated them. The only thing was,
they didn’t look like real hippies. Moreover, the ugly lot stood as
a reminder to me of the endless and senseless building in this
immediate area. They’d torn down perfectly fine homes to start the
construction of yet another strip mall.

“Let’s walk to Western and cross there,” I
said, seeing no gap in the speeding traffic.

“Who are they?” she asked.

Andy shaded his eyes from the sunlight and
looked over at Sally. With his dark complexion, especially in the
summer, and short athletic body, he sometimes reminded me of an
Italian I knew from the Hoboken head office, Burney Greco.

“They’re from Northern Bloomingdale, I
think,” he said, his voice lower than mine these last years. “It’s
a big commune, or something. They’ve a church. I can’t remember its
name.”

I was immediately disinterested, besides, I
knew right off that they hadn’t been hippies, they looked too
straight. “Do you see the two blond ones?” I asked anyway.

Andy nodded. “Pretty if you like Jesus
Freaks. Dad says they’re capital-A assholes, but that’s what he
calls Carter too.”

I laughed. “I think they’re selling roses,”
Sally said.

She handed me the baseball bat, and let out
her ponytail, so that her long blond hair fell to her back. I
glanced back at where we’d played. The baseball-diamonds were all
in use. To the north stood the Gusto. Beside it, the Essex County
Theater showed four movies: Alien, Manhattan, The Life of Brian,
and La Cage aux Folles.

“At last,” I said and took off my baseball
cap to wipe my forehead. “I hate this spot.”

We crossed onto Delaware in the direction of
Lower. “Look, they’re calling us over,” Sally said, waving to
them.

We were a hundred steps away from them.
“Better not,” Andy said, “have you ever seen Invasion of the Body
Snatchers? That’s what they say about these guys.”

Sally half-frowned, but I laughed. “Sal,
it’s a gorgeous day,” I said, “the pool awaits us.” I could almost
taste the fuzzy navels. I would put vodka, peach liqueur, fresh
orange juice, and crushed ice in a blender for a minute or so. It
was scrump-delicious.

“Let’s at least say hello and get their
brochures,” Sally said and pulled me to a halt. “We talk about
religion and you’re the one who’s studying it.”

I glanced again at the two girls with long
blond hair. We were closer now. They were pretty, though not
glamorous, and tall and thin, though not haggard either. “Let’s say
hello,” I said begrudgingly.

“My dad would kill me if I brought home the
Word,” Andy said, dragging his feet.

Four of the bus people came over to us at
once when we stepped into the lot. I thought the two blond girls
smiled especially nice for me and Andy. They placed their hands
affectionately on our arms. They’d no makeup, jewelry, nor fashion
accessories. I saw that the whole group dressed the same, in clean
white t-shirts, blue jeans and running shoes. They hadn’t a pound
to spare between them and it seemed the girls didn’t wear underwear
and went braless. At first I averted my eyes out of modesty, but
realized that they openly stared at the three of us, but in a
particular manner, as though we had just landed on earth from
another planet. They seem not to mind me staring at their breasts
and their friendliness appeared genuine. I felt myself getting
excited. Thinking back through the years, analyzing that day, I
realize I’d noticed one important telltale sign. They all had
dilated pupils and eyes that were out-of-focus. I know that this
will all seem impossible, it seems so to me, and I was there, but
it happened exactly as I’m describing it. It got ahead of Andy and
I somehow, and in quick order and the rest was . . . well, it was
the horrible thing that it became for all of us.

A young bearded man with a purple birthmark
above his right eyebrow approached, and a tall striking-looking
young man also with a beard, hung just back. “Would you like a
Pepsi?” the man with the purple burn or birth-mark said.

“I’d prefer a cold brew,” I said and caught
his eyes.

“We don’t use alcohol or drugs,” they all
chanted in unison. “We trust the natural high in the Lord.”

It sounded like a song and I almost laughed
aloud, and I noticed Andy curled his eyes. “What’s that supposed to
mean?” I asked.

“All you need is love,” the taller blonde
answered.

I looked in Sally’s direction, but she
ignored me. She was focused on a tall pale handsome man with a
beard. I felt my cheeks flush in jealousy. “You’ve got to be
kidding,” I added.

“Oh no,” the pretty blond-haired girls
answered together with giggles. “You should come up to Ashbury Farm
for the day, then you would see. There’s only the love of God in
our home.”

“Good grief,” I said to myself. The pale
thin young man with the purple birthmark led Sally to the bus
entrance. He’d a smile which I must admit radiated happiness and
his eyes glowed almost in an ethereal, yet serious manner. His
paleness added to this effect, and he appeared to me as if he would
be reserved, but already he talked intently to Sally and waved his
hands in animated gestures.

He was out of earshot, but it seemed he
coaxed Sally near the entrance to the bus. Moreover, the bearded
striking-looking one was out of my sights and I was growing
anxious. The taller girl, leaned forward. She stood at the same
height as me, six feet high or so, a little less, and her eyes
gleamed an almost sparkling deep blue.

“Do you believe in God?” she asked. I looked
her slender figure over. Her pointed breasts were nearly touching
my body and she was inviting in a chaste sort of way, but she was
definitely braless. “Do you know Christ died on the cross for our
sins?” I shrugged. “Do you have Christ in your heart?” I shrugged
again. “It’d be a good bet for you,” she whispered, almost
snuggling into me now so that my loins stirred and my breath
quickened. “Our family will show you the way. Please come and visit
with us. Imagine a simple life in God. No more work or school or
church, just living in Christ with a life as one with the Family of
Truth.”

I put my hand quickly up under her t-shirt
to her breasts, squeezing her nipples. She stumbled back caught
totally off-guard. “What do you do up on that farm,” I asked,
laughing at her.

Andy had been watching me and also laughed,
following suit with the other blonde, who had a voluptuous body, a
Marilyn Monroe-type. She didn’t react, just let him feel her,
staring at him with contempt or condescendingly. She gathered her
long blond hair and put it gently behind her as though to thrust
out her chest. I could see her nipples as well through her
t-shirt.

“My family name is Divine Love,” the taller
one said undefeated by our laughter, “and this is Love Israel.”
They reached over and kissed us on the cheek, this stopped me from
laughing at their names and I tried to cop another feel, but this
time she was too fast and pulled away. “Please, come with us,” she
said softly, seductively, “only a life in serving God can lift up
your spirit. Your parents are of Satan and your education has cast
you down. Since we came into the Family, everything has changed for
us. We’re happy.”

I saw that Sally had gone onto the bus, and
cursed to myself, but the two girls sort of blocked our path.
“Excuse me,” I said softer than I meant to, “just let me talk to my
sister a second.”

Love Israel, the Marilyn Monroe-type one who
had let Andy cop a feel, grabbed my arm and looked straight into my
eyes without blinking. “Please, come with us,” she begged as though
starving and seized my hand as though I could seal her fate. “Don’t
you realize that Christ died for you?” she said with true
affection. “Don’t you want to serve the Lord? We will show you how
to serve the Lord 100 percent,” she said, “and you will feel the
need for nothing else but the Lord. You’ll be very happy . . .
satisfied.”

I think that’s when it struck me that she
had dilated pupils, and the others as well. Although I felt genuine
pity for the two girls, I nudged them aside and Andy and I stepped
aggressively onto the bus. I wondered if these were a version of
the toked-out Rastafarians that Una always warned us against. But I
knew the Rastafarians didn’t preach Jesus. “Let me talk to my
sister,” I said to the young bearded man with the purple birthmark
above his right eyebrow as he approached.

“They’ve come to the bus,” the two
blond-hair beauties sang together victoriously just behind us.

Inside, some of the seats had been removed
to allow a small table which had been bolted to the floorboards.
Donuts, sandwiches and soft drinks in ten ounce bottles sat on it.
Although clean, the stuffy bus gave me a feeling of poverty,
reminding me of the orphanages. A number of young people in the
seats read brochures and talked about God. Sally appeared to be
reading one of their pamphlets with the tall striking-looking young
man also with a beard. Again my jealousy rose in a fury. The pale
young man with a purple birthmark and thick beard tried to block my
way and I brushed him aside. I could see now he had rather strange
facial expression like the two blond girls. He weighed no more than
one hundred and twenty-five pounds and I guessed I could easily
take him down if I had to, even though he stood taller than me . .
. his baggy t-shirt and pants prevented him from looking thinner
than he was.

“Sally,” I whispered furiously, Andy was
directly behind me. “What are you doing?”

The tall striking-looking young man with a
beard, rose, leaned slightly forward toward me, as though he were
drunk, or as though he was going to kiss me, and smiled warmly.

“Praise Jesus,” he whispered in my ear, also
in a fashion that was like the two girls, “Did you know that the
Bible is the source of all truth? Jesus said: ‘If anyone comes to
me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and
children and brothers and sisters, yes and even his own life, he
cannot be my disciple.’ Praise the Lord.”

“Praise be,” Divine Love and Love Israel
chanted softly from behind us.

I at once grew impatient, but the guy
offered me his hand, which out of politeness I took, then he pulled
me in and kissed me lightly on the mouth.

“I’m Solemn Necessity,” he said, then
pointed to the pale young man with a purple birthmark and thick
beard, “this is Silent Peace.” He stared openly without blinking
and for a moment I was hypnotized. “Let me tell you a parable from
Christ. ‘A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he was scattering
the seed, some fell along the path, it was trampled on, and the
birds of the air ate it up. Some fell on rock, and when it came up,
the plants withered because they had no moisture. Other seed fell
among thorns, which grew up with it and choked the plants. Still,
other seed fell on good soil. It came up and yielded a crop, a
hundred times more than what was sown.’ That’s the allegory of the
four soils in Matthew 13 and Luke 8. Do you know what it
means?”

He was older than Silent Peace by about five
years. Like the rest, he smiled hypnotically, but his pallor made
him seem almost ghostly. His slender hands, which he waved while he
talked, seemed to be contradicted by his blue eyes and beard, yet
in my estimation, he was only twenty-five years old. With his open
haunted look, his face had a memorable quality.

“You quote the bible well,” Andy
interjected, “we really appreciate that, but we have to go
now.”

This statement woke me up, and I realized
something was happening to me. “I’ve memorized many biblical
verses,” Solemn Necessity said. “The parable means, if people don’t
hear the word of Christ, how can they be saved? You must find
Christ by showing Him to others.”

“Excuse me,” I said and stepped closer to
Sally. I could see at once that she appeared rather bewildered and
wasn’t herself. “Let’s go,” I said forcefully, pinching her arm
hard and receiving an angry look from her.

“Go home, Christian,” Sally said and looked
at me with defiance, “I’ll see you later.” I knew something was
wrong. She looked straight through me. “I’m staying. I want to
visit Ashbury Farms. It sounds cool.”

Her coldness struck me mercilessly. I
noticed that other young people stared at me, but not without
sympathy. I counted everybody on the bus, twenty-two. I looked at
the faces and could clearly see the difference between the Jesus
people and the newcomers, but I couldn’t have articulated what it
was at the time. I studied Solemn Necessity. He was a pale man.
Like Silent Peace, his angular bearded appearance bordered on
aesthetic, but he wore his hair shorter, and his t-shirt, rather
than being white, was tie-dyed in pink and purple shades as though
to separate him from the others. He stood at five-feet ten-inches,
not as skinny as Silent Peace, weighing one hundred and fifty
pounds or so, but I thought I could take them both; even together
if I had to.

“It’s not necessary to go,” he said in a low
friendly voice to me, “your sister has decided to come to our home
this evening, just to see the Family for herself and to hear the
word of the Lord. You should come and look after her, don’t you
think?”

I could feel my cheeks flush. “Come with
us,” Sally said in a pleading voice, changing her tact. I looked at
Andy, indicating that we’d had to have a go to get out of the
bus.

“Didn’t I tell you,” his eyes seemed to say.
I caught Sally’s attention. “What about Mom and Dad?” I said.
“They’ll kill you.”

“They aren’t home tonight. I’ll be back in
time tomorrow.”

“Senator Al Stevens’ son, Bobby,” Solemn
Necessity said, “Known now as Pilot Love, is the head administrator
for the Family at Ashbury Farms.”

“Washington State’s Senator Stevens?” I
asked in open disbelief. I knew Stan had met him a few times. He
nodded. This had an enormous impact on me and made the situation
more dangerous in my mind.

Divine Love and Love Israel began touching
Andy and I again, and quoting scripture: “‘Think not that I come to
send peace on Earth,” she whispered, “I come not to send peace but
a sword. For I have come to set a man at variance against his
father and the daughter against her mother and a man’s foes will be
those of his own households. He that love the father or mother more
than me is not worthy of me.’ Matthew 10: 34-37.”

I sucker punched Solemn Necessity and Andy
flew at Silent Peace, but to our endless surprise, this caused
Divine Love and Love Israel, and others of the bus people to fly at
us as though we had ripped their babies from them. They bit us,
punched us, and kicked us, and to my everlasting dismay, Sally
didn’t raise a finger to fight them, perhaps in her heart, for all
I know, cheered them on.

When we were thrown out of the bus, we were
hurting, bleeding, and humiliated. When I rose and tried to again
get into the bus, it sped off on to Western, and was soon out of
sight.

“What are we going to do?” I asked
panicky.

“Phone the police.”

That didn’t seem the right thing to do, and
I realized, I’d have to phone Stan in Japan; yet another screw-up
from his son in regards to his only natural daughter. I swore over
and over as we walked along the boulevard; then suddenly I hailed a
cab. “We better not make this any worse by delaying,” I said to
Andy.

“This would be a good time to have one of
those new portable phones.”


When we arrived at the mansion I called out
for Una and realized only then that of course she was in Jamaica,
remembering The First Law of Life for the unlucky.

“Phone her anyway,” Andy said. I did. She
told me to phone Isaac, who in turn, connected me with Mary in
Germany. After I had finished telling Mary the story, I could tell
she’d grown furious. “Phone the police,” she ordered, “and then you
go right up to that place and get our Sally out!” She hung up.

“You best go phone your Dad,” I said to
Andy, “and see if he can help us.”

“He’s in Maryland, but I’ll try.”

Stan phoned a minute later. After I
recounted the events once again, this time I think exaggerating the
beating we took and the persistency of our bravery to get Sally off
the bus, he rescinded Mary’s order. “Phone the police and make an
initial report,” he said in his calm assured voice. “Don’t do
anything else until we arrive; we’re both on the way!”

Talking to the police would have been a
difficult task for me, since instinctually my view of them was as
an enemy, but this job was made easier by the fact Isaac came over
to the mansion and arbitrated it; we were unfortunate enough to get
the two most incredulous cops on the New Jersey police force. They
knew who the bus people were, The Family of Truth, a Jesus Cult as
they said, and refused to believe that either we were beat upon or
that Sally was in anyway abducted.

The next morning when I awoke, Mary was home
and I served a breakfast of toast, fresh fruit and yogurt. Mary
said little and was obviously, anxiously, awaiting Stan’s arrival.
I apologized again to her, but this time her response was not
emotional. She had reconsidered her first reaction. “You did what
any brother would do for his sister,” she said. “You put yourself
in harm’s way and we’re proud of you.”

We finished our meal in silence. Before Stan
had made his arrival, to my utter surprise, Peter Burgess showed up
and asked me to recount my story, having a coffee with us. He knew,
already, a great deal of the bus people. “They use to call
themselves The Children of Moses,” he said, but for legal reasons
have changed their name to The Family of Truth. What you heard is
correct; they are a Jesus Cult, and their methods leave a lot to be
desired. Ashbury Farms is a compound of sorts. I cased the place
yesterday. It’s very secure.”

At that moment, Stan arrived. I expected him
to be tired, but he’d slept well on the thirteen hour flight and
was rather free of any jet lag. He hugged and thanked me for
putting Sally first when the incident occurred. We were in the
foyer, and Peter piped up.

“I’ve heard from this expert I know that
they get everyone who gets on the bus. You and Andy were lucky,” .
. . He looked me straight in the eyes . . . “not to be sucked in,
and brave to put up a fight. Your parents should be proud of you;
go get Andy. See if he’ll come with us.”

I went next door and Bert answered the door.
He had just arrived home. I told him what was happening. He helped
Andy get ready, and as we were getting set to go, he added, “I
think these hippy-type Jesus-Freaks are the real mean deal. Don’t
listen to what they say, but watch what they do! If they’re like
the Moonies, you’ll be in for a real show.” He gave a chuckle and
Andy curled his eyes behind his back. “Go get Sally and good
luck.”

We took two cars and Peter asked that I go
with him and that Andy go with my parents. I was fine with that,
not suspecting anything. He drove a brand new Beamer and played
Marvin Gaye on his tape deck. “According to my expert, your sister
is in great danger,” he said when we were well on our way.” I was
depressed to hear it, but before I could ask why, he answered my
question. “They use mind-numbing techniques and endless propaganda
to convert you. It’s called, Snap Conditioning, and they drill you,
starve you, use sleep depravation, never let you think for
yourself, and have an answer for everything. I’m not totally up to
spec yet, but the more I read, the scarier it looks. If you notice
that Sally already looks different when we see her, if they let us
see her, that will tell you that she’s hooked.”

“They have to let us see her,” I insisted as
though I was an authority on it.

He shook his head sadly. “That’s the thing
though, Christian, they don’t. Even your parents don’t know the
worst of it. I didn’t want to upset them. But she’s of legal age.
If she refuses to see us, she’s within her legal rights.” I must
have showed with my expression that I didn’t understand; I had
began to look at the incident as a kidnapping, but of course, she
hadn’t been physically abducted. She had gone willingly onto the
bus, and stated clearly to me that she wanted to go to Ashbury
Farms. I became insecure about Sally’s future. “Sorry, young man,”
Peter whispered, “life can be complicated. ”

I soon discovered from Peter that The Family
of Truth believed that God appointed Moses Truth, their recluse
leader, to save as many young people as he could before the world
ended, which apparently, they preached, was to happen any day.
Peter saw that I was getting emotional, I’d not forgotten at all
about The First Law of Life for those born unlucky, especially
orphans, and was expecting the worst, and he kindly changed the
topic; we talked for about another half hour.

When we arrived, we drove up a dirt road to
a high locked gate. The property sat about a mile from the highway.
An eight-foot high fence, topped by barbed-wire, enclosed the
entire property. The first and biggest building was an old barn
converted, as was assured by Peter, into a convention or recruiting
hall; it looked old and modern at one and the same time, and was
surrounded by huge banners. One said, ‘When we who have not the law
do by nature, what the law requires, we are a law to ourselves.’
Another one said, ‘But as for these enemies of mine,’ Jesus said,
‘Who did not want me to reign over them, bring them here and slay
them before me.’ Luke 19: 27. Three hundred yards further from the
barn, stood a respectable low-framed western-style farmhouse. We
got out of the cars, the five of us, and we were met by a security
guard, who had two German Shepherds with him. Stan talked to him in
private. I could see that after ten minutes or so, he’d become
frustrated and resorted to bribing the guard, who finally began to
make his way up to the farmhouse.

“I think we can assume,” Peter said when
Stan rejoined us, “that’s where the priests, reverends, elders, or
whatever they call themselves live.”

Word must have spread that we were here for
one of their recruits. A steady stream of youths in new clean
t-shirts, which had a printed logo, The Family of Truth, 1979, and
jeans, began to congregate. Soon it grew into quite a group, I’d
say fifty or so. They all stared openly at us, like on the bus, but
instead of love or longing in their eyes, it had been replaced by
hate and resentment. Soon some older young men, came from the
farmhouse; they were aged about thirty. The tall striking-looking
young man with a beard, Solemn Necessity, was among them. He was in
the pink and purple tie-dyed t-shirt which separated him from the
rest. Then I remembered that he had kissed me on the lips. Coming
from another direction, I saw the pale young man with a purple
birthmark and thick beard, Silent Peace, and his step seemed
hurried. He and Solemn Necessity talked heatedly for a moment and
Silent Peace returned from the direction he’d come.

“Those are the two men who beat us up,” Andy
said.

I looked at him with a frown. “Yeah,” I
remarked gruffly, “those two and a few others.” I caught a look
from Mary that shut me up.

Stan again went forward and offered his hand
to Solemn Necessity, who refused to take it. We had all come closer
to the fence entrance, within hearing. I could see that they
wouldn’t let us pass through the gate to get inside. I saw that
Mary was distraught and near tears.

“I want to see my daughter,” she interjected
to Solemn Necessity, “her name is Sally Tappet. I’m swearing to you
now before God, I’m not leaving until I see her.”

I thought that some confusion existed among
the older ones. Solemn Necessity scratched his beard in short rapid
movements and whispered intently with another person his age who
was also in a the pink and purple tie-dyed t-shirt.

“That’s their famous recruit,” Peter
whispered to me. “He’s head guy here. I don’t know his ridiculous
name, but his real name is Bobby Stevens, the son of Senator Al
Stevens.”

I wondered how this could happen to a famous
senator’s son, but of course, it was happening right now to Sally.
Bobby Stevens, or what he called himself now, was a thin man,
thinner than Silent Peace, and older by at least a decade. He had a
beard and wore John Lennon-style thick bifocals. I saw Love Israel,
the blond girl from the bus who had the Marilyn Monroe-type build.
She had joined the crowd with others, in fact, the numbers were
now, five of us, and maybe seventy of them. I was getting alarmed.
They hung back just within hearing; more of their leaders came to
the gate. It was obvious they knew who we were.

“Why won’t you let me see Sally?” Mary
shouted. “What are you hiding? What are you afraid of? What have
you done to her?”

Solemn Necessity came near and nodded.
“We’re trying to get her to come. She doesn’t want to see you.”

“We aren’t leaving until we’ve seen
Sally!”

After much whispered debate between the
leaders, Sally finally came out shyly to the gate escorted by
Silent Peace and stood in front of us, staring out with resentful
adolescent eyes. I was as if hit over the head with a bat when I
saw her and could hardly breathe. The crowd had grown to a hundred
people and a few of the leaders came close to her, including the
striking Solemn Necessity. How seventy-two hours could transform
someone so radically, just didn’t seem possible. I knew at once
they’d stolen her soul.

“Sally,” Mary cried out, “my God, what has
happened to you?”

Mary tried to hug her, but Solemn Necessity,
intervened, putting himself between them. “Don’t touch her,” he
ordered.

“She’s our daughter,” Mary protested.

“She is God’s daughter, if you want to talk
to her, don’t touch her.”

“Then, let us talk alone?” Stan said, “at
least that!” I could see that he was in disbelief and I now began
to see that we would fail in our quest to take Sally home with
us.

Solemn Necessity shook his head. “Your
daughter is of legal age.” He spoke loudly, so that everyone could
hear. “She is here of her own free will.”

Sally nodded in agreement and stepped
forward. Her cheeks were flush and again her transfiguration seemed
impossible, yet for all that, she was even more beautiful in my
eyes than she ever had been. She radiated a sense of female virgin
innocence, and also sexual beauty. She possessed a Mother-Mary
bearing, as well as otherworldly quality. “I don’t know you,” she
said loudly to us, now only steps away from Mary, “The Lord is my
new house. You have Satan inside of you. I’d rather die than leave
my new family.”

Mary fell to her knees as though being
struck but as though at once realizing that this tactic wouldn’t
work with this crowd, she’s steeled herself and rose, regaining her
composure. “Please, Sally, come home just for the night.”

Sally leaned forward and spit in Mary’s
face, then walked away from the fence. “Praise Jesus Sally,” the
striking-looking Solemn Necessity called out. “She’s stood the test
of Satan. Praise God.” The crowd of onlookers clapped and gathered
around Sally shouting in joy, and singing Rock of Ages as they
walked away.

We all stood there in tears except Peter, he
was calmly watching the whole event, and hanging back. “Come away,
Christian,” Stan whispered eventually. How much time had gone by,
I’d no idea, I’d fallen into an internal outward stare which took
me to who knows where, perhaps to the time when we were caught
shoplifting, or at the cottage when we’d burned our asses, or to
the day in the swimming pool when Aunt Gayle caught us at it. It
was irrational and inexplicable but I had fallen into a sort of
animal trance and I wanted to fight them right now for possession
of Sally.

 


Chapter Eight




That’s how fast it happened to Sally.
Looking back, it seems impossible that it could come about so
swiftly, but despite its element of un-realness, the
science-fiction aspect of it, it doesn’t in any fashion deter from
the fact that the young unformed mind can be overwhelmed in just
such a manner. I know that now. In a purely negative case such as
torture, assault, armed-robbery, rape, or whatever, you are a
victim traumatized by the event itself, everyone understands that,
but if it’s a “conversion” event, you become an “unseen” victim,
because where is the “you”? Where has your old self disappeared?
Very few will have the slightest sympathy for your plight; they
won’t even understand it. “Sally got on that bus in New Jersey of
her own accord, buddy, no body forced her!”

Stan sicced Peter Burgess on The Family of
Truth; Peter found a book, The Family of Lies, by Rick Edwards for
us to read, and when I’d finished it, wanted to fly at them and
rescue Sally out of the absurd grip of false doctrine they had
somehow placed on her. They believed in Jesus, but they
fundamentally served the luxuriant decadent lifestyle of their
leader, Moses Truth, a.k.a., David Love, a.k.a., David Moses, or
whoever he was. The cult was called by the author, one of the most
dangerous in America, I gave it to Stan. Peter in the meantime had
infiltrated the cult to covertly find out how we could rescue
Sally, but they’d moved her within days of our visit there to
Denver. From the book, The Family of Lies, I had learned they had
compounds in New Jersey, Denver, San Diego and Los Angelus, and
they were all very secure places. They raised millions of dollars
by selling flowers in the city streets and because they were a
so-called religion, didn’t have to pay a penny in taxes.

Peter phoned me after he’d spent twenty-four
hours in the cult. “I’ll tell you what I told your parents,” he
said. “The place began to get to me fast, and on an emotional
level, it made me angry. My parents are wonderful and I loved them
not just as parents, but as fine, hard-working human beings; I
admire them. I read on one of the picture posters there that
parents are rotten, decadent, decrepit, hypocritical,
self-righteous, . . . it went on and on . . . they didn’t leave
anything out!”

I tried to keep the fear for Sally out of my
voice. “It sounds so hateful.”

“I was totally prepared for the
psychological assault and on my guard. I had infiltrated them so
easily that at first I scoffed at them. I thought you had
exaggerated about Sally getting on that bus. I have had
military-training, and consider myself to be fit and strong, yet
within twelve hours with them, I began to wonder about my own
safety. They wear the recruits down so effectively that it should
frighten anyone raising children. As a parent, I saw that I should
have more fear of cults. Although I was antagonistic to the
conversion process, I didn’t give a damn about their message, or
for that matter, about Jesus, I realized this wasn’t about choosing
freely or resisting with one’s resolve, but about a group of people
overtly overthrowing someone’s will. They use every technique in
the book. If I hadn’t read about cults, what they do to their
converts – I wouldn’t believe it.”

Days later, when I returned home from work
at Tappets, Una had returned the day before, I found Mary in tears,
and Una looking bewildered. “The world be lain different than
intended by the Lord,” she said sadly and passed me a letter.

August 11, 1979

“Mother and Father, As you know, I have
joined The Family of Truth and am now on a farm in Denver. My only
source of love and inspiration is the Holy Bible. The head of our
family is Moses Truth, who is the final word in all we do and say.
I have given up my old satanic ways and I’m devoted to our new life
of serving God with all my heart and soul. I’ve found my true home
and wish now to be respected in my decision since I’m of legal age.
As well, I’ve given up my old name and all that went with it. I’m
to be known as Patience Hosanna. I’m very happy. Turning back to my
old life of sin can only be considered a covenant with Satan, and
thus, I must divorce myself from you and the evil which you
represent. This will be my only communication with you, Yours,
Patience Hosanna.”

My cheeks flushed and I had a sudden
irrational hatred of them. Stan had returned my book about them and
so I gave it to Mary. That weekend, Peter Burgess came to supper,
with, of all people, Rick Edwards, the author of The Family of Lies
and other books on American cults. He looked about fifty years of
age. He was short, black, wore a moustache and outdated sideburns,
and worse still, antiquated horn-rimmed glasses, and his clothes
looked laughable, as though secondhand, but though his attire
appeared transparently unimaginative, I saw that his bold dark eyes
focused on everyone with intelligence.

“Why has it taken so long to meet with you?”
Mary asked.

I had no idea that they’d been trying. “On
the contrary,” he said in a rather defensive and charged voice,
“most people wait a month, one week is nothing. I’m very busy.”

Una served drinks, Rick Edwards took ice
water and everyone followed suit, and returned to the kitchen, and
perhaps only a minute later, sat with us; when the five of us were
all set, Rick open up his briefcase. “I read the letter you
received from your daughter. It’s pretty typical of a letter from
kids in this situation, at least from the Jesus Cults.”

The hopefulness left Mary and Stan’s faces,
dashed perhaps by his business like manner and his tone of voice.
“Mr. Burgess says that you are a deprogrammer?” Stan said. “We’ve
read The Family of Lies. What are the dangers to our daughter?”

His hand scratched his chin as though he
considered the two questions separately. “You’re jumping ahead of
yourself.” He looked into our eyes with little sympathy.

Mary opened her purse, brought out several
photographs of Sally and passed them to Rick. He studied the
pictures and sighed. “Your daughter is truly beautiful. You have a
right to be nervous, Mrs. Tappet. I don’t mean to alarm you more
than you already are, but your daughter’s greatest danger is being
used for sex, raped, and reduced to sell her body. With The Family
of Truth, beautiful women are often reduced to the lowest of the
low.”

Stan sat on the edge of the luxurious sofa
chair. “Mr. Edwards, don’t you see that you’re upsetting my
wife?”

Mary looked at Stan and frowned. “What can
we do to get her out?” she said. “We’re not here to have a
discussion on the philosophic wisdom of your methods. We know our
daughter better than anybody and we realize she’s in danger. Tell
us about deprogramming!”

“That I know of, there are no dangers with
deprogramming. Of not doing it, there are many: Malnutrition,
severe poverty, insanity, violence, rape, the list of problems is
long. The Family of Truth pretty much operates illegally under
legal sanctions of religious freedom in America. Their victims are
completely brainwashed.”

Mary breathed in and for a second turned
ashen. She leaned forward and sipped her ice water. I must say, she
looked as pale as I ever had seen her. “There’s no question here of
them using what could be any reasonable version of what you mean by
free will,” Rick continued, “the kids stay in cults because of
programming. That’s where I come in. I boldly go and abduct the
children, accompanied by parents and other family members and
rescue them. For this, I charge no fee, but I ask for contributions
to continue my fight against the cults.”

“We’ll drive straight up to that farm in
Denver and abduct her?” Una asked with what I interpreted to be a
little alarm.

“You could never get in there at Woodlands
without permission. Vicious guard dogs, eight-feet high wire fences
and armed security stand in your way. What we’d have to do is
arrange a meeting with Sally, hopefully away from Woodlands, but if
necessary, there. Stan or Mary would have to write a letter which I
would help them create. You’d tell your daughter that you wish only
to see her to assure yourself that she’s safe, and if you would be
permitted by the Family, to contribute financially towards their
welfare. It’s the offer of money which will tempt the Elders to
risk her release so as to meet you.”

I knew if I didn’t judge him by looks, he
seemed to be a true-life modern-day hero. I desperately wanted to
believe it, but he certainly didn’t look or dress the part. “Isn’t
it possible to simply buy her back?” Stan asked.

Rick passed both Mary and Stan a collection
of pages printed on both sides. “That wouldn’t be possible,
although they would certainly take your money. These pages will
explain what will be required of you if you wish to go ahead with
deprogramming your children. It’ll take some time and money. You
must cover all my costs. There are two days for the abduction
itself, three or four days for the deprogramming, and then, I
strongly suggest a holiday for the family somewhere without
churches, bibles, telephones and escape routes. Backsliding is
sometimes a big problem.” He paused, looking up at us. I saw that
he made sure that we all knew he meant business. “I’m born and bred
Baptist myself,” he continued, “Most of the kids that fall to the
Jesus Cults, come from a religious background.”

“Stan says that he’s a Frisbeeterian,” Mary
said. “I guess that means he’s a nonbeliever for the most part. I’m
a Catholic. Sally was raised as such, although, she has never shown
an inclination to become religious before and I’ve never pushed it.
She went to church with her schoolmates sometimes. Christian is
adopted. His mother we think may have been Jewish, but we’re not
really sure.”

“I’m a Frisbeeterian too,” I added, I had
become an unbeliever in Jesus since the abduction, but received no
laughs, only a smile from Peter and a frown from Una.

“Rick writes that atheists and Black people
are immune,” Peter interjected.

Rick looked over. “I’m sure that’s not a
direct quote. They take few Blacks and I’ve never heard of a case
of an articulate atheist joining a cult. Most cult members are
white, middle class, have a religious background, especially
Catholic, and are between twelve and thirty. They do steal minors
if they can, but the under aged are easier to retrieve. The law, in
that case, is on our side.”

“What does that mean?” Mary asked.

“Mrs. Tappet, deprogramming borders on the
illegal. The police will sometimes look the other way if the
abduction is being done by the parents, but it carries that problem
with it–”

“You mean we could be–”

“Arrested? Not likely.”

“So, some of your assistants and associates
are former cult members,” Stan asked. I knew he was changing the
topic because Mary wouldn’t broach anything even a slightest bit
illegal.

“Most of them were members of cults; Hare
Krishna, Sun Mying Moon, the Unification Church and others. I don’t
know if you’ve heard of these. They are the worst offenders in
brainwashing, but I have removed cult members from all sorts of
cults and many other organizations use brainwashing techniques: The
Scientologists, Transcendental Meditation, Divine Light Mission and
the Brotherhood, to name just a few. You could meet with some of
them if you wanted. Several who help us, were former members of The
Children of Moses before the cult changed their name to The Family
of Truth.” Mary had an expression of growing concern. “I know what
you are thinking. You’re saying to yourself that your daughter is
an adult of legal age and abducting her seems like such a
transgression against democratic sensibilities.”

I saw that his big brown eyes were now
sympathetic but that he wasn’t going to soften it up for Mary. “The
Family of Truth has no such democratic sensibility,” he continued
forcefully.

“How can all of this be true?” Mary asked.
“How can they be operating legally in United States?”

“Who is to say what is religious and what is
a sham? No laws exist on any of this and they may never. The ones
which do exist are in our way, not behind our efforts. Like I’ve
said, law-enforcement-agencies feel reluctant to interfere when it
is a parent abducting their own teenage child out of a cult. This
is our only single ally.”

“Sally went of her own free-will on that
bus,” Mary said. “Is that what you are saying? And that she was not
really abducted, but was brainwashed? Furthermore, that against her
will, we should abduct and forcibly deprogram her.”

Rick Edwards looked over at Peter for a
second and returned his focus to Mary with a half-frown. “Your
daughter got on that bus willingly, but if she’d been told that she
would be harangued, would have no food, little to drink and hardly
any sleep for the next thirty to forty-eight hours, would she have
gone?”

Mary and Stan again exchanged glances. “It
sounds so sinister. You think she’s weak willed.”

Rick laughed. “I don’t know her, but that
has nothing to do with it. If she’d been told she was going to be
inundated with hateful messages from constantly screaming
loudspeakers and programmed with individual, experienced
councilors, who are well fed and rested, just as they are exhausted
and hungry, would she have gotten on that bus? If she had been
forewarned that she’d be indoctrinated with long public lectures
and forced to fill out applications in the wee hours of the
morning, would she have gone? If she had been told she was going to
be made to hate her parents, to feel inadequate and to feel numb to
pain and love, I’ll guarantee she’d not have gotten on that bus. I
believe in God, and after I spent two days at a property in Santee,
San Diego with The Children of Moses, I came to believe in Satan
too. Imagine answering some mundane question hundreds of times in
one day. A question like, ‘Don’t you want to serve the Lord?’”

“I can verify, every word he says,” Peter
said. “It’s all true.”

“What they really intend to say when they
ask it, is, ‘Don’t you want to serve our leader, Moses Truth?’ Your
daughter was abducted into a cult of hate. You shouldn’t forget
that. I have a deprogramming to do this week, you are all welcome
to observe. The moment that the poor victim looks into their
parents eyes with true recognition and begins to cry, professing
their apologies and love, that’s the most beautiful moment of my
work. If there are doubts about the evil of this cult, then I
suggest you read these.” He passed us two more books and assorted
documents. “If we do anything together, you must both be behind it.
So think it over carefully and let me know.”

“In your deprogramming,” Stan asked. “Do you
always succeed?”

“Many things can and have happened, but
backsliding is most often the case in the failures. There’s what I
call a floating time immediately following a deprogramming, but
there were a few times when we were unsuccessful in the abductions
themselves. The cults know me now and do everything in their power
to prevent abduction. A parent therefore almost never sees his or
her son or daughter alone. Usually, four or five of the cult
members are close by, even when they are off their property, but
I’ve become good at abductions and if everybody follows my
instructions, things usually go without a hitch. Have Sally’s
friends come around to the house when you bring her home, if you
decide to go ahead. This helps. The cult has snapped your
daughter’s personality and grafted on a new, shallow,
bible-spouting, impersonal one. So shallow in fact that some of
these children go insane. Snapping them back for me is easy. I’m
almost always successful in this. The parents are the ones who fail
by underestimating what has occurred. They are assured by the
tearful ‘thank yous,’ the genuine sorrow for what their children
have done and the ‘I love yous,’ that their kids are safely out of
the woods. In part, after deprogramming, it is initially like
withdrawing from a drug addiction. A brainwashed person divorces
the feeling-self from the reasoning, thinking-self, and the new
uncritical, unquestioning, ‘cult’-self, spouts what it’s
programmed. The new logic is circular. There’s an answer to
everything as long as they stay inside the loop. It is a horrible
thing to loose one’s mind, but it is also sort of like a holiday of
bliss: Free from all turmoil and worry that thinking brings about.
For most of these kids, it takes about a year after deprogramming
to be completely safe from the allure of the cult that they were
in.”

I fell in love with his authoritative voice
and often locked into his dark bold eyes. He was like Stan, but
instead of doing a market thing, he was doing a spiritual thing. In
the next few days, I spent many hours with Isaac at the office.
Stan was in Europe and Mary and Una had gone to Jamaica to pick up
Una’s mother. The Sunday after Clara returned, the whole mansion
had been recently made wheelchair-accessible, Una served a special
supper for us, that is, Isaac, Andy, Stan, Mary, Clara and me. She
prepared three of her most famous Jamaican dishes, Dolphin Fish
Pepper Surprise, Island Veggie with Rice and Fresh Pineapple, and
Stinging Star-fruit Sherbet. Even Clara ate some solid food,
although she was very frail and I felt exceedingly sorry for
her.

“I’ve been planning this dish all week,” Una
said as she sat to the table with us. “Wait until you taste it,
you’ll join Una’s cult.” We laughed. “How many parents can say
they’ve lived long enough to abduct their own children?” She rose
to toast. “To a successful abduction.”

We laughed again, especially Andy who
thought she was a better comedian than even a cook. “I’m forever
grateful to see that our housekeeper is still insane,” Stan said.
“It bodes as well for our future as it has for our past.”

All day Mary and he had been working on a
letter to Sally which they hoped would give us access to her.

“It’s bad to be done by such a thing,” Una
said, serving us and pouring the wine, “I wonder if a person is
free to give up his freedom . . . no, I wouldn’t say that. Would
anyone willingly do that? I’m certain my Sally wouldn’t, but I’ve
heard about it before. Young people hate their life and break off,
and they’ve no grasp of the ill they’ll face. We’ve all been
reading about cults. At Jonestown, over nine hundred people died. I
bet that many parents and relatives of those people, are kicking
themselves for not fighting many years before and going and
dragging them out. Mary and Stan, you are right in this; let’s go
get our Sally back!”

“They discipline children with sticks,” Mary
said, “then they lock them in dark closets until they stop crying.
After the children turn two years old, they’re forced to sit
cross-legged for hours meditating on bible stories. If these people
are not worth fighting against, then who are?”

“I’m so sorry that I’ve been distracted with
mother, but I’m here now and ready to cook and clean, and to even
scuffle with Moses himself. Mr. Stan, read us your letter to our
Sally.”

“Dear Patience Hosanna,” he began,
“September 12, 1979. Your mother and I rejoiced in the news that
you found a way to serve the Lord. We realize you are of legal age
and are an adult whose views must be respected. However, we beg of
you to let us see you. You profess in your letter that you are very
happy. We just want to be assured. Please let us visit. Your mother
and I would also like to contribute to help you financially in your
new life. We would like to bring you your things and meet your new
family as well, Love, Stan.”

We all decided that it was good and Stan
mailed it that night and it was two weeks before we got an official
reply from the family, and they gave us permission to visit the
Denver compound on Sunday afternoon October 13.

Stan contacted Rick Edwards and he agree to
meet with us in Denver on the Saturday before. We were to meet in a
motel diner, The Trip Stop, a place near Watkins, off Highway 70.
We flew Tappets’ Lear jet to the Denver International Airport with
Stan and I at the helm, and by noon, we’d gathered quite a group, a
total of ten, to this small quiet clean restaurant. Una went and
saw the owner, and in her incredible friendly and bold manner,
offered to help serve our group, which he accepted.

With Andy’s help, Una served us cold drinks
and fresh fruit.

Rick, with my parents’ permission, had
brought a reporter, Mulligan Shirer, a short petite white
journalist with rich wavy black hair, weighing no more than
ninety-five pounds and working for a religious magazine doing a
story on deprogramming.

Peter Burgess had brought his
twenty-year-old daughter, Ashe, and his long time partner, Ray
Veld. His daughter, Ashe was tall like her father, a little shorter
and obviously resembled him in other ways. Her black hair curled in
elaborate folds to the back of her head and her defined face had
Peter’s intensity. She was slap-down to bed beautiful and I
couldn’t keep my eyes off her until I noticed that she was
armed.

Ray, was shorter than both of them, had a
light complexion and graying hair. At thirty or so, he’d kept an
excellent shape, stood solidly at five feet eight inches or so, and
weighed, maybe one hundred and eighty pounds. Both he and Peter had
served in the army in Vietnam together and I saw that they were
both wearing a side holster as well.

I whispered it to Una, but when she settled
in, it was to Mulligan she turned, exaggerating her accent and
almost singing.

 


“A word to the wiser,

My dear Miss Shirer,

The Tappets are obliging folks,

And you be keeping their names away from the
press blokes,

Or you be tramming back to New England awful
sorry,

without your camera or your story!”

 


Everyone laughed and Mulligan turned red.
“I’ve agreed to cover the story while keeping the Tappet’s name out
of the paper,” she promised again.

“The place where Sally is being kept,” Rick
said, “is one of the most secure of any of the cults. It’s some
twenty miles back on a dirt road off the highway. The colony itself
is fenced in and consists of four buildings: The Elder’s house,
which according to my spies, is currently in some state of
reconstruction; this will be occupying the Elder’s attention, which
is good. There are the recruitment barn, a large farm house and a
long log cabin for bunk-sleeping for the recruits. The grounds are
patrolled by armed guards with German Shepherds. One of the
buildings has a watchtower so that no one can drive up the road to
the house undetected.”

“My goodness,” said Una, “it’s a
concentration camp.”

“In the beginning,” Rick said, “I could pop
into one of these communes with a parent and easily scoop their
kids out, no trouble, now, much because of my success, and
notoriety, my work has become harder.”

Una furrowed her eyebrows and I couldn’t
help but admiring her more and more. “Do you mean that these
protections have been made because of you? I’m starting to believe
what they say about you.”

He laughed. “Well, I don’t work alone
anymore. Many kids whom I’ve deprogrammed are now deprogramming
others. Some outside of my organization I understand, are even
making a good living at it, but all we charge are expenses. To this
point in my life, I have personally deprogrammed over two thousand
kids, but with my network, the numbers are reaching twenty
thousand. It’s a war you see, one which we are unfortunately
losing.”

Una nodded. “It’s bad magic, and
unthinkable!”

“We have three cars,” Rick said, “and a
quiet place to stay. I’ll tell you what I need done tomorrow. Stan
and Mary are going to go into the commune in one; Peter will be
hidden in the back seat under Sally’s things. Una will drive the
lead car in with Christian, carrying most of the suitcases and more
of Sally’s clothes. I’ll be hidden under the clothes in the back
seat of this car. Andy will be in the third car with two of Mr.
Burgess’ crew, however, they’ll pull up, out of sight and wait just
in case events go awry.”

“Awry?” I said.

“Some of the most darned things can happen
in these situations. Let me tell you, this is a one shot deal.
Tomorrow is our only chance. If you have made up your mind not to
leave without Sally, then we have the manpower to do it. If we
fail, you will never see Sally again. So we can’t fail!”

Flabbergasted, Una pointed her large index
finger at Rick. “You are making me wonder if we will succeed.”

He looked at her and then to Mary and Stan.
I understood his fascination with the fact that a plump black
housekeeper spoke as an equal to two wealthy industrialists. This
always amused me and I knew it remained one of her favorite
undercover parts of being involved with the Tappets.

“We’ll succeed,” he said softly and turned
his attention to Stan. “Now, you’ll get Sally over to me by asking
her to help with the suitcases. When Christian opens the door to
help, Una will push her into my arms and close the door. The tricky
part, of course, is timing in our execution of the abduction.” He
reached for his bottle of juice and took a drink. “We want to get
in there and get out in under three minutes, but if anything
happens, Peter will use force. Stan and Una have to get into the
driver’s seat as quick as possible after we have Sally.” He paused.
“Sally won’t be left alone for a second either. There’ll be at
least five or six other members hovering around. Stan, Mary, and
Una will be armed with mace. We must be forceful and quick, and
like all of life, we’ll need some luck.”

“How much luck?” Stan asked.

Rick chuckled softly. “Well, God is on our
side–”

“That’s what the German’s said in the Second
World War,” I interjected to a few frowns.

“I guess they were wrong,” Rick said
matter-of-factly. “We’ll have three or four minutes. After the
shock value is gone, the cult-members will swarm. They can get
violent when they think they’re dealing with Satan. I’m their
number one candidate for that position.”

I saw that Una caught his eyes. “We will go
get them, we have just to. We’ll play some of it on the wing?”

“You’ll have to act natural. I’m leery of
arousing suspicion before the final push. All those kids are spaced
out and act without any original thinking, but they have also been
repeatedly programmed to suspect parents.

“If we brought Andy with us inside the
compound or the third car, they might not allow Sally out to even
see you. Hell, I’m worried about even two cars.”

“This keeps sounding more and more
difficult,” Mary said.

“As I’ve said, Sally will not be alone.
You’ll have mace and you may have to fend the other members off.
There’ll be three of you and we need only two drivers. Don’t get
caught up on each other.” He laughed. “Sometimes in life, despite
planning, we just have to take what comes. The cult members scare
easily, but you never know who’ll be there. The other thing which I
should brace you for is Sally’s appearance. She’ll have lost weight
and will be suffering from exhaustion, so you may barely recognize
her.”

“Dear me, it sounds pretty gruesome,” Una
said, “look at me, I’m as excited as young Andy, here.” She reached
over and gave Andy a little hug and there followed soft
laughter.

“It’s no science,” Rick said. “There’s a
home in Denver which we have for the next four days. It’s east of
City Park in a nice part of town. Friends and supporters of mine
are out of town. I deprogrammed their son sometime back. He’ll be
joining us to help, as well as one other associate of mine from the
Denver area. She is also an ex-cult member.”

So slowly we went over Rick’s instructions
again, until I began to feel like a member of a military team.
Mulligan Shirer excused herself and headed for her room for the
night. I would have love to spend the night with her or Ashe.

“Peter Ray and Ashe are packing,” Una said
to Rick Edwards, “Did you know?”

“I’ve never allowed the use of guns in
abduction, but to fail here would set my work back years. Tappets
is an important name and people might think that if we botched this
attempt, then what normally happens with less-powerful folks. Do
you see what I mean? No offense, and remember, we don’t want
Mulligan to know about the guns.”

“Mary’s the powerful one,” Una said, looking
as though sadly at Stan and affecting pity for him, “you know,
Stan’s just a nice guy who invents things, underneath she’s an iron
lady, but they’re both quite mad.”

We all laughed. “I represent many people who
rely on me to lead them in this issue,” Rick said intensely. “Fear
of cults in America has subsided lately, but the cults’ recruiting
practices have not. Many people in America view the problem the
same way as Senator Al Stevens does. He’s pretty famous. You may
not know that this same cult swallowed up his son and the Senator’s
response to this turned out to be sadly predictable. He said that
his son being an adult, had made a lawful choice. Stevens gives
legitimacy to the cults, and his son has seen a rapid promotion
inside the family and is now the head elder at Ashbury Farms, New
Jersey.”

“When we were trying to get Sally off the
bus, the bus people mentioned about the Senator’s son,” I said.

“I’ve never met the man,” Una said. “But I
heard about him. Stan has met him.”

“One other thing is bothering me,” Rick
said. “I’ve seen three pictures of Sally, now, and unless those
photos lied, she’s young and beautiful, I mean uncommonly so. I’m
sorry to say that by now she may be in the Elder’s hands.”

“What does that mean?” I said and looked at
him in alarm, and then to Mary and Stan, who exchanged dismayed
glances.

Una trembled and caught her breath. “If they
touch our Sally, those boys will regret it.”

“The Elders of the family are sometimes
possessive of women who are so attractive,” Rick said, “and we may
have to arrange another way of getting her out; they may not let us
see her.”

“Isn’t Rick Edwards the plainest black man
you’ve ever laid your eyes on?” Una said when he left for the
night. We laughed, especially Andy. “Then there’s Peter, my
goodness, he’s some island dish.” Stan gave her one of his classic,
‘You’re just plain crazy’ looks. “Of course,” she said, immediately
taking the bait, “Stan would be striding and paying everywhere, and
who’d ever be guessing they let him run things?”

“Who’d ever imagine we’d have a half-mad
Jamaican front for us,” he retorted with a smile.

The next morning, we met at the restaurant
to have breakfast, and later, Stan phoned the Woodlands Farm from
the restaurant asking for Patience Hosanna. At first, they denied
she was there, a standard practice we’d been told by Rick, so Stan
persisted, acting friendly, telling about the money he had for her
and about her belongings. At length, she came to the phone and Una
and Mary leaned into the phone.

“Sally, is that you?” I heard him asking as
my heart went out to her. “Someone’s listening on the line now,”
Stan whispered to us, covering the receiver. “But she’s there!”

Rick Edwards looked visibly relieved. Una
nodded over and over. “Go ahead,” she whispered softly, “do it just
as you practiced.”

“How are you, Sally?” He paused. “We’re here
in Denver and we wonder if we could come over to see you? We’ve
brought some of your clothes and things. As well, I’ll make out a
check for you, you know, to help you with things in your new life.”
A longer pause followed. “No, we know the way, bye.”

I could tell Una was as excited as she ever
got. Rick gathered us up outside the diner. “Okay, let’s go get
Sally.”

“With about a half mile to go, the third car
signaled and pulled over, then Rick and Peter were completely
hidden underneath Sally’s clothes in the back seats of the first
and second cars.

When we drove off, Andy stepped out of the
third car and waved at us with his thumb up in the air for
encouragement. Una smiled and waved back from the driver’s seat of
the lead car. We arrived at the gates of the Woodland’s Compound
fifteen minutes later and were met by a pair of young boys with
good-natured smiles. “God bless you,” they said. “Welcome to The
Family of Truth.”

Una drove ahead of us and I heard the
guard-dogs long before we reached the main house. She brought the
car up to the house with a full-turn around, positioning it just
right; ready to speed off after the abduction.

Stan and Mary got out of the first car, then
Una and I. I watched in total shock as Sally stepped out on the
open porch of the house. She’d lost a good twenty pounds and had
her hair very long, her breasts had disappeared and all the color
of her face was gone. I knew something horrible had happened to
her. Immediately, she spotted Una.

“What’s this?” she asked rather naturally
and smiling at Una and I. I was emotional and could feel the tears
on my face, but did not wipe them, in fact I did nothing so hungry
was I for my old Sally and shocked at seeing a new woman in front
of me.

Una stepped up and hugged her, but I noticed
that Sally didn’t really return her embrace. Sally radiated
listlessness, and also, as I drew up to hug her, she stunk of
body-odor and had bad breath, but she smiled and kissed my
cheek.

“Come down and say hello to your Mom and
Dad,” Una urged.

Sally turned back and looked at the silent
group of onlookers of five men and three women, who’d come timidly
out to the porch just behind her. They dressed in a similar manner,
t-shirts and blue jeans. My pity swelled as my glance drifted to
them. They were so young and had Sally’s silly smile fixed to their
faces, it made me want to cry and give them hugs. Una nodded and
put on her best smile. Her great broad frame stood steady and cool
in the sun. She looked like a goddess; she took Sally’s hand and
led her nearer to her old life. Mary embraced her, following Rick’s
instructions on what to say. “God bless you. We’re so happy to see
you.”

“Yes,” Stan said, “we’re sure happy to see
that you are okay.”

Stan hugged her and pointed to the porch.
“These are your new friends?”

He was perfectly calm, and only I looked
nervous, but my tears hid it all very well. “They’ve been
tremendous,” Sally said, getting choked up herself and holding my
hand. She waved for them to come down and I realized we really
didn’t want that. “This is Sure Isaiah, Divine Love, Love Israel,
Leviticus Logic, Joshua Dedication and Faith Renewal,” she said. I
realized that Love Israel was the blond girl from the bus who had
the Marilyn Monroe-type build and Divine Love was the tall pretty
one from whom I’d copped a feel. I shook their hands. Every single
one of them gave me a handshake that was limp. One of them had
remained on the porch, a heavy set man, slightly older than the
others, and Sally pointed to him. “That’s our team’s Elder, Holy
Truth.”

I saw fear in her eyes when she looked at
him and I realized he’d somehow hurt her. He was a brawny guy and I
didn’t know if I could take him. Una watched Holy Truth and nodded;
he nodded back but without friendliness. It all sounded like a
cartoon, and the vacant smiles became a real worry. They looked as
looney as their wacky names. My attention returned to Sally.

“Bless you,” Stan said and slowly edged her
over to the car. “I’ll write you out a check and you can get your
stuff out.” Then Stan stopped and turned around pretending to write
a check. I looked at the German Shepherds who were just then coming
up the road with the guards. I watched as Stan opened the door,
then I took a run at Sally from behind and pushed her forward with
a violent thrust into the car.

“Kidnapping,” Sally shouted, physically
resisting me and trying to break free of my grip, but Rick’s hands
shot out of the back seat and seized her with a strong pull. She
hit her forehead as I gave one last push and followed her in. Stan
slammed the door behind me and Una jumped into the driver’s seat;
we were off.

I watched out the back window as Stan rushed
to the other side of the second car; cult members surrounded him.
He raised his mace toward their eyes, but it seemed to me that his
weapon didn’t work. I was worried. Peter jumped out of the back
seat of the car, I could see him as we sped away, clothes went
flying in every direction. He took one member out with a kick to
the stomach, and hit another in the face with his fist. I so
admired him and Stan at that moment.

“Faster,” Rick urged.

A huge angry German Shepherd lunged at Peter
and he shot it point-blank; everyone backed off and this made a
clear path for Stan. I lost sight of them as we sped out of the
compound and past the gates. Sally swirled and thrashed beside
me.

“You black Satan!” she screamed at Rick.

She punched, scratched and tried to bite
him. I looked through the back window again. Stan and Mary followed
us in the second car and relief washed over me. We’d done it, and
when we reached the third car, Una pulled over and allowed Rick
into the driver’s seat, getting into the other car. Mary and Stan
got in the backseat on either side of Sally; I rode shotgun.

“You’re not my mother and father,” Sally
shouted upon seeing them, “you are demons sent by Satan.” Mary and
Stan didn’t respond to this taunting, just as Rick had instructed
them. Sally pointed at Rick “I know him. He’s the black Satan who
beats you until you renounce the Lord.”

Rick laughed. “I’m glad to see my reputation
still scares David Moses. When it precedes me, then it’s easier to
perform a deprogramming.”

“What are you talking about?” Sally
asked.

“I think you’re afraid.”

Sally spit at him. I could tell, she was,
indeed afraid. She fell silent after this and we sped straight to
the donated home in Denver, and every minute or so, I would sneak a
glance back at her. What had happened to her? How had they changed
her so completely? We pulled into the driveway of a house in a
well-treed residential neighborhood of Denver. The double garage
had a basketball-hoop above the door and the landscape was strictly
middle-class, shabby compared to the Tappet mansion, but excellent
compared to the downtown residences of Jersey.

Rick rang the front doorbell and everyone
else remained in the cars, but I’d a good vantage point. A tall
clean-shaven young man with a defined upper body answered the door.
He wore a tight fitting white t-shirt with the logo, Broncos, and
dark dress-pants. His short wavy brown hair looked conformist. I
could tell that he wanted to hug Rick but settled for an
enthusiastic handshake; Rick waved us all in. Una held Sally’s arm
in a vice grip, pulling her forward. “Mom and Dad are gone,” the
young man said, “but they were delayed and I haven’t had time yet
to nail down all the windows and gather the telephones.”

Sally stared at him with outright resentment
and I could see the pity in his eyes for her. “Let’s get everybody
inside,” Rick returned, “and I’ll introduce you, then, you can
continue.”

We stood in a large foyer which broke into a
living room on one side and a dining room on the other, and after a
little confusion, we gathered in a large kitchen where a few other
people joined us. Una still clutched Sally. “You’re hurting me,”
she said in a childish voice.

She patted Sally on the head like she was a
puppy dog. Stan’s eyes had lost their alarm and I knew that the
worse was over, or at least I thought so at the time.

“I’m Rick Edwards,” Rick said to Sally,
“this is Mike Yardly. I met Mike sometime ago in the same manner
that I met you this afternoon. From the same place, from The Family
of Truth, although back then, they were known as The Children of
Moses.”

Sally looked angrily away. “Was there any
trouble?” Mike asked.

“This is Christian,” he said by way of
introduction, “and he practically picked his sister up and
delivered her into my hands in the backseat. This is his dad, Stan
Tappet, and Mary, his mother, and Una, a close adviser and friend
of the family. He introduced Peter Burgess, his daughter, Ashe, his
partner, Ray Veld, and Andy. Sally avoided looking at all of us,
but I could tell she was particularly embarrassed by Ashe being
there. They were nearly the same age and of course knew one another
quite well; and for the first time I understood, why indeed, Ashe
was there at all. Sally must have suddenly felt like a criminal.
“This is Mulligan Shirer,” Rick continued. “She works for The
Catholic National Review, and they’re doing a story on
deprogramming and cults.”

Ashe, Ray, and Peter Burgess shook hands
with Rick Edwards. Peter rubbed the top of Sally’s head. “Good
luck,” he whispered to her, catching my eyes.

It looked like Sally would have like to spit
at him as well; perhaps her mouth was too dry. Una kept her close.
I caught the odors of lavender and other air fresheners; the house
was characteristic of a middle-class home and exuded comfort.
Everywhere hung pictures of Mike’s relatives. I could see his
mother collected Royal Doulton figurines and other useless junk. I
appreciated that Una and Mary had foregone collecting stuff like
that. The distinct wallpaper looked new, but I thought it ugly. The
muted light made the place unappealing.

“She needs a shower desperately,” Una said
to Rick, speaking about Sally and waving her hand under her nose as
though to ward an odor away. Sally frowned. “I wonder what the
house would look like with the curtains opened,” Una added.

Everyone laughed except Sally who Una
hugged. I saw that Sally didn’t push her away. “Despite my
excitement about seeing you,” she whispered to her, “you make me
sad. Please, cheer up, and I’ll try too. It will be fun for you to
be away from those funny people. It’ll be quite exciting. If you
hurry up and get well, we can go out and have a Jamaican style
party and then we’ll have a holiday together.”

Rick gave her an ornery look. Keeping Sally
firmly by the arm, she moved her into the dining room and watched
her face from out of the corner of her eyes. Rick returned from
down the hall. “I’ve put a padlock on the bathroom and taken out
anything that could be used to escape or hurt herself. I need to
set things up downstairs, so she has time to take a shower, but
someone needs to supervise her, then she can remain locked up there
for the time being.”

“I’ll look after her,” Una said firmly.

A tall slim woman, who I guessed to be
twenty-eight or nine, walked into the room.

“This is Elaine Spam,” Rick said. “She’s
also an ex-cult member.”

She looked quite good to sleep with as well.
I was beginning to see that I needed to get laid very soon. Una
shook her hand and took Sally to the bathroom. Andy locked the door
behind them and apparently was on guard outside. I saw tears in
Una’s eyes when she came out and this horrified me to no end.

When Sally was let out, she was taken to the
basement. All the windows in the house were nailed shut. I saw that
the newswoman, Mulligan Shirer, already filmed, took pictures and
recorded opinions. Sally’s time was close at hand and she tried to
pray. Her eyes looked around for a route of escape and everyone
gathered around her in the basement; she looked like she was
preparing herself for martyrdom and I nearly laughed at her.

“Una and Andy, I need you to prepare
supper,” Rick said. He stood beside me with Stan on the other side
and Sally in the middle. “Come and sit,” he said to her. “Let me
tell you what’s happened to you, Sally.” We sat on a cozy
golden-colored couch. I looked at the walls, and noticed of all
things, a crucifix. It was very perplexing that they should have
missed it, and maybe they hadn’t. “I don’t know what you’ve heard
of me,” Rick said, “but I’ve removed people from all sorts of
cults. You were mentally abducted by one of the worst ones. Your
parents have gone to much trouble and left their other pressing
concerns behind. Are you listening? Guru Prabhupada’s Hare Krishna
or Sun Myung Moon and the Unification Church are also the worst
offenders in brainwashing, but many other organizations use their
techniques: L. Ron Hubbard’s Dianetics and Scientology, Maharishi
Mahesh Yogi’s Transcendental Meditation, Guru Maharaja Ji’s Divine
Light Mission, Bhaghwan Shree Rajneesh’s sannyasins, and Werner
Erhard’s est, to name just a few. I know what you’re thinking.
You’re saying to yourself that you’re an adult of legal age and
abducting you is like a transgression. Am I right?”

Sally tried to slap him but he was ready for
her and grabbed her arm. I saw the shocked look on the face of
Stan. “If you try that again,” Rick said, “I’ll tie you down for
the duration. You think that you got on that bus willingly, but you
didn’t. Think back. They all smiled, openly stared, and repeatedly
touched you. They asked if you believed that Jesus was your savior,
then they quickly repeated the process, and again and again very
quickly. Remember?” He passed Sally books and assorted documents.
“As we proceed, you can read,” he suggested. He caught Sally’s
eyes. “Stay with me,” he almost shouted. “Most normal religious
conversions are dependant on rational persuasion combined with
faith, charity, hope for the future and the afterlife, and other
important matters such as proof of God’s existence and the
historical record of the religion under consideration. A small
percentage is based on what one could call spiritual propaganda.
What some organizations are able to do is quickly tap into the
teenage conscious processes, like yours, hone in on the vulnerable
spots, get them to come along to the apartment, out to dinner, on
the bus, in the car, to the church, to their basement, to their
commune, or in this case, to their farm, and then begin the more
permanent processes of depravation such as lack of sleep or food,
or haranguing, which can set the mind into a form of manageable
chaos; then they can graft the new belief-system on the more
malleable mind.”

His words were riveting and he spoke for a
half hour or so, explaining to her, what in so many words, he’d
already told us. I could tell Sally desperately wanted to run away
screaming. I knew Rick would pin her down soon; she looked like a
frightened kitty.

“We’ve set up a VCR and we want you to look
at something,” he said at length.

He placed a tape in the machine and sat on
the couch beside me. We watched a documentary on the life of David
Moses. It showed his lavish lifestyles and his luxurious
accommodations throughout the world, while his followers lived in
poverty, used outhouses, and slept in dormitory-like places with no
showers or air-ventilation, received no medical or dental
attention, and suffered from malnutrition.” Sally began fidgeting.
“Relax,” he said forcefully to her, “we’ll be here indefinitely and
there’s lots of time to take it all in.”

Una and Andy brought down supper and served
it in the basement. In protest, she stripped naked and refused to
eat, demanding to be released as a prisoner of conscience, but Una
came over and pinched the skin on her arm with all her might until
she screamed. “Put your clothes back on, you little fool,” she
whispered, “or you’ll live to regret it.”

Her body I’m ashamed to say, though
skeletal, made me immediately excited.

“You’re so thin,” Mary said aloud and began
to cry, helping her re-dress. I almost became overwhelmed with
emotion. When she’d dressed, she still refused food and drink,
instead, she prayed and chanted, however, when Mary came over and
hugged her again, I saw for no reason I could fathom, that she
accepted some spaghetti from her.

“In your letter to your parents,” Rick said,
after eating, “you stated that you had to break off from your past,
renounce your parents and their lifestyles and things like that.
The bible says that you should honor your father and mother. How do
you explain this discrepancy?”

“The bible means your spiritual mother and
father,” she answered cleverly.

“But then, why wouldn’t the bible say that?”
he asked just as cleverly. “Here, look at this.” He passed her the
bible, opened where the verse had been taken. “Read it,” he
commanded loudly. But she couldn’t seem to focus on the words.
“There’s little doubt what the bible means if you read it in
context,” he continued loudly. “It means, honor your actual
parents.”

“You are the Black Satan,” she hissed and
spit into his face again.

This caused some confusion among everybody,
and she made a dash for it, but Una, who had been standing beside
the couch, grabbed her, and forcefully dragged her back, then
patted her on the head. “Good, puppy,” she whispered.

Sally and I had always hated when she did
that.

“What kind of God do you worship, Sally?”
Rick said in a booming preacher’s voice. “What kind of God tells
you to spit into my face?” Sally sat back and pretended to yawn. It
was really phony. “Tell me, Sally, what kind of God tells you to
hate your family, to hate your mother and father? Look at them,
they love you. That’s not God telling you to hate, no, that’s
Satan. You’re the devil-worshiper, not your parents.”

“The Devil is everywhere,” she repeated
without emotion. I could tell she was on the verge of defeat.

“The devil is this man,” Rick said and
showed her a picture of David Moses. “This man is not Jesus. He
raped his daughter-in-law. He’s had sex with minors. He used to be
a–” Rick stopped with a smile and caught her eyes. “Do you want to
guess what he did for a living before he became a preacher?” He
paused and waited a few seconds. “No?” he asked, “if you’d guessed
a salesman, you’re right, but some of his old associates say that
he’s better described as a con-artist. Did you know that he has
left the United States because he’s wanted by the American
government for assault, tax evasion, and sex abuse?” Sally’s cheeks
turned red and I knew he was getting to her really quickly. “Did
you know,” Rick continued, “he threatens to kill any former members
if they bring suit against him?”

In this manner, point after point, until
almost eleven o’clock p.m., Rick whittled away Sally’s resolve.
When she went to bed that night, she looked exhausted.

Rick and his helpers drilled Sally with
clever questions the whole next day and she tried to answer them,
but I realized her responses were wildly inadequate. We also
watched the video again on The Family of Truth. She ate three or
four of Una’s homemade meals that day, her favorite dishes, and
went to bed by nine o’clock.

Her old self was nearly bursting through,
and in the early morning of the next day, as the smell of Una’s hot
Caribbean black-eyed bean and rice breakfast floated down to us,
she came out from her bedroom and I knew she was her old self. She
looked me in the eyes with love.

“They raped me,” she announced when
everybody was gathered around, then she went over and hugged Una.
It was very emotional and I began to cry.

“I’m very grateful to you, Rick,” she said,
“you’ve saved my life. Thank you. I love you all. Please forgive
me. Five Elders raped me, Ezekiel Observance, Silent Peace, Grave
Revelation, Holy Truth, and Goodness Tranquility. They solicited me
for sex like some child one day when I was cleaning the main
farmhouse. When I refused them, they held me down and slapped my
face. They sexually assaulted me repeatedly. They prayed and read
scriptures as they did it. When they were gone, they made me
forgive them and pray with them!” She shuddered in disgust.

Stan rose and took Mary’s hand and then
mine, and lastly Una’s. We all hugged Sally, but Una pulled away
suddenly, bursting into tears. “They’ve hurt our Sally, Stan, let’s
dedicate ourselves to bringing them to law.”

“That will be hard,” Rick interceded
watching us leerily, as though the intervention had gotten out of
control. “Stan has to file a report on Sally with the local
authorities here.” Stan and Mary sighed. “They’re wily,” Rick
added, shrugging, “and dangerous.”

Sally was truly grateful for what we’d done,
but as we readied to return home, I was also acutely aware that
Stan might always hold me responsible for letting Sally on that bus
and that my only hope was that she return completely to her old
self.

 


Chapter Nine




The limousine came up the extended driveway
straight to the garden walks which led to the back, sides, and pool
areas, most which lay hidden in the shadows of huge maples and
oaks. Many a day Sally and I had played there. Sally came into the
kitchen with Una and I passing straight through the pantry with me
alone, and upstairs to her bedroom. I watched as she crawled into
her bed, and then, she slept for what seemed like days. Peter
Burgess came by the some days later and talked to Sally and I. “I
started my search for you four days after you went missing,” he
said as we sat on the Wassily chairs in the living room, just the
three of us. “I watched them for awhile and I kept a record of how
fast they got complete strangers onto their buses. In one case it
was under ten seconds. I got on that bus myself and traveled to
Ashbury. My evening and night spent there was one of the worst of
my entire life. I’ll tell you, worse than anything done to me in
Vietnam.”

He talked for an hour or so and then left.
Sally excused herself and went straight to bed. She slept without
interruption, but she just couldn’t seem to get enough sleep. What
she must have been going through, I could only imagine.

On the fourth morning, I remember standing
in the kitchen with Una, who made Sally and I thick hot chocolate,
just like Sally liked. She lazily looked out windows which took up
nearly the entire west side of the house, shuffling in her slippers
from one vista to another. The yard fell out into the immense deck
leading to the swimming-pool area, then into a thick group of trees
hiding most of the iron fences that ran for hundreds of feet. It
was a dull grey wet day and it depressed my senses just to think
about it. I estimated that Sally had gained five pounds already
since she had come home, eating her favorite dishes which Una had
turned out one after the other. In between sleeping and eating, she
read books on cults which Rick Edwards had given her; I read them
too. Why she remained lost to sleep I thought I understood. She
still wasn’t herself, and she felt foolish and inadequate. Una and
I baby-sat her. I took the whole week off.

“These pictures of the restaurants in
Jamaica,” she said softly, indicating a set of large ten-by-twelve
photographs hanging on the wall across from the kitchen island,
“they’ve been here for years?” Una nodded. “I’ve never really seen
them before,” she continued. “I’m noticing so much right now. Did
you really own all these little restaurants?” Una nodded further.
“And look at the ceiling,” she continued again. “The stucco design
is intersected with geometric lines like the famous wheat field
circles of England. I never remember seeing that before.”

She giggled. “That’s just been done.”

“What are you cooking now?”

“Some hors d’oeuvres for tomorrow
night.”

Sally yawned and stretched. “It seems I’ll
always be tired and worn-out,” she complained. “They robbed me of
my ability for REM sleep.”

“It is as though you’re trying to contact
your old self by returning to your deep dreams,” I offered.

“I dream only of the horrible assault,” she
said teary-eyed, “I had to put it out of my mind and now it
constantly floods back to me.”

I was in the kitchen with her when the phone
rang. The First Law of Life for orphans and those unlucky by birth
was still in full-force. I suppose it will be until the day I die.
Una was in the pantry, and I picked it up. It was for Sally and
like a fool I gave her the phone, never thinking that anyone who
assaults a woman would have the gall to come all the way from
Denver to claim her. With the phone in hand, Sally walked over to
the double glass-doors which looked out on the east side of the
mansion and stretched to look at something. I also looked out and
saw young people along the gate, but it didn’t register to me who
it was. Sally slowly walked out of the kitchen and threw on a
jacket from the hall closet.

I slowly followed her. “What’s wrong, Sal,”
I called lightly behind her.

She made her way to the front entrance. When
she reached for the door, Dad just then came in. “What’s wrong,” he
asked, “Where are you going?”

“Stop her,” I called.

Stan grabbed her by the arm and she pulled
away, but Stan stood between her and the door, trying to back her
up, but to my utter surprise, I still can’t believe it to this day,
she pushed him to the floor and squeezed open the door. I was at
her heels though, and Una came just behind me on the front yard. I
think this is as low as life ever got for us. She turned and
sucker-punched me in the face, just like I’d shown her so many
years before. I fell to the ground, bleeding at the lips. She
kicked me in the stomach and pounced on me. “You’re of Satan!” she
screeched in my ear, choking me with all her might. Una broke in
and seized her by the hair and dragged her off me with one thrust,
then Sally tried to bite Una arms. “Fat black Satan, ” she screamed
further, trying to spit on her.

Stan helped Una and me hold her down. I now
noticed Divine Love and Love Israel out in front of the gate with
their slender arms stretched through the wrought-iron gates toward
us, as though in a dream, they were like ghosts and she struggled
hard to get to them. Silent Peace, the one with the purple
birthmark and one of the ones Sally had accused of assaulting her,
was there. Gathering up behind them on the sidewalk, other members
of the family silently watched, there was maybe even a hundred of
them, their vans and buses parked out on the street. They’d come
all the way from Denver and my hatred of them, and fear, grew
exponentially at that moment.

Mary came running out of the house. “I’ve
phoned the police,” she announced.

“Oh dear, should you have done that?” Una
asked.

Dad was frowning and helping Sally to her
feet. “Calm down, Sally! What’s happened?”

“Satan is in the house!” she shouted.

Stan looked at Una and Mary. “How did they
get to him?”

“By the phone,” I confessed and quickly told
them.

In a moment, they had calmed Sally enough so
that she stopped shouting and struggling. The police arrived and
Stan greeted them at the front gate. I still held onto Sally and
was near tears.

“Look at that,” Una whispered.

The members of the family had moved back to
the busses, reducing their numbers to only a few. I ground my teeth
against them; damn them! They were despicable. The police officers
stepped onto the property with Stan after they’d had a few words
with Thought Jacob, the Head Elder from Denver. The older officer,
a stocky clean-shaven fifty-year-old officer, had a slightly
protruding belly and intense eyes, but looked at me with kindness.
“I’m Officer Jake Allen,” he said. He pointed to the other officer,
“My partner, Bob Woods.”

Officer Woods was a tall slim man, perhaps
one-hundred and sixty pounds and forty-five-years old or so, and to
me, he looked half asleep and bored. I’d already counted two yawns
from him just walking up to us. Sally stared at the event as though
she was an unattached third party and this made me even sadder.
“We’ll have to speak to your daughter alone,” Officer Jake Allen
said. Bob Woods yawned again. “She’s of legal age,” Officer Allen
pointed out, “and you can’t restrain her if she’s done nothing
wrong.”

One part of me felt oppressed by his words
and I couldn’t speak out, even though I felt like calling them
‘Assholes!’ However, they handcuffed Sally. “I’m Patience Hosanna,”
she said with a trembling voice of despair. “I was kidnapped by
Rick Edwards; he’s the black Satan; Una is his agent! Many black
people serve the devil!”

One of the officer’s, Jake Allen, the stout
one, curled up his eyes and placed her in the backseat of their
cruiser. The Officers talked to Sally for some time, and then
leaving the property, talked to one of the Elders, Holy Truth, who
I’d met during the abduction and who was one of the five Sally had
accused of raping her. Several of the members of the family still
waited quietly by the gate on the sidewalk, but most of them now
had disappeared. The police came back and got Sally out of the
cruiser. She was still in handcuffs but now seemed resigned from
trying to escape.

“Don’t set this girl into their hands,
officer,” Una pleaded, “that would be a bad mistake. Can you not
see that something is missing from them?”

“Who are you?” Officer Woods, the sleepy
one, asked in an unfriendly manner.

“Una, the housekeeper of three decades,” she
said. “I practically raised this teenager and I can tell you that
she isn’t herself. Just leave her with her parents and ask these
folks out there to leave.”

“We’ll see what we can do,” Officer Allen
said. “I’ll phone in to get advice, that’s the best I can do on a
domestic dispute like this.”

She looked at the police officers and nodded
without enthusiasm. “What’s wrong with my advice?”

They both laughed, and to be honest, so did
I. She seldom loses her cool, although that night she later would.
“Una, let us do our job,” Officer Woods said, “and you can go do
yours.”

I saw that Sally was going to be released
into the hands of her assaulters and anxiety washed through me. The
officers returned to the cruiser for some moments and then came
back.

“Here’s what we’ll do, Mr. and Mrs. Tappet,
Christian, and Una,” Officer Allen said. “I can see you are all
truly troubled. If you agree to immediately take Sally to the
hospital for a psychiatric evaluation, we’ll accompany you, but you
must adhere by the doctor’s decision, whatever it is. You’ll see
that this is in the girl’s best interest.”

“We already know what is in her best
interest,” Una replied, “to stay in her home with her parents and
the people who love her.” Una looked at them defiantly.

“If I don’t get out from under Satan’s
thumbs tonight,” Sally said and began to cry, “I’ll be lost forever
and see the eternal flames of hell. They don’t love me, they love
Satan!”

“She assaulted us tonight,” Una said,
rubbing her jaw, “what if we were to press charges.”

“We don’t place anyone under house-arrest
for assault,” Officer Allen said glibly. “She’d be definitely taken
out of the house then.”

Stan, Mary, Una and I huddled for one last
try. “Sally, remember at Mike Yardly’s place in Denver,” Una said,
“You thanked us for rescuing you from the compound. You said that
you loved us and that you were raped by the Elders. You asked us to
forgive you and said that you were sorry. Remember the video’s we
played for you about David Moses and the books you have upstairs?
Please, dear, try and remember.”

“Satan had control of me then,” Sally said
with little emotion, almost robotically, “now I’m free of his
influence.”

Una began to cry and I immediately followed
suit, as did Mary. The police took Sally to Essex County Grace
Hospital to be evaluated. Una, Mary, and Stan, followed in their
car. I went and got Andy and followed in mine.

After a substantial wait, the resident
psychiatrist, introduced herself as Doctor Chancy Hershey. She was
a big woman, only slightly less than Una, but stood shorter and
younger. Her hair, cut boyishly short had been dyed blond with wild
purple streaks, but her dark roots showed as well. She looked like
a freak and I instantly hated her. I knew we were in trouble. She
wore a great amount of make-up and I noticed that the way she
looked at Stan and Mary probably meant she recognized who they
were, and more importantly, she looked at Sally with great sympathy
and I knew she’d soon be back with the cult unless I
intervened.

Chancy and the police conversed behind
closed doors for some minutes. Una stayed close to Sally, but I
told Andy that when they released her, we might have a fight on our
hands. He phoned Kurt, and Kurt promised to come with Abbot and
Bandar, two huge tough East Indians from the Bronx. Sally refused
to meet our eyes or to answer Una’s questions. Mary tried to hug
her, but she shrugged her off. Chancy came out with the two
officers and glanced at Sally, and when she looked over at Mary,
Stan, Una, and I, a great annoyance crossed her face.

“What is your name?” she said to Sally in a
dramatic loud voice.

“Patience Hosanna.”

“This is your name in the Family of Truth?”
Sally nodded. “How old are you?”

“I’ll be nineteen on September 23.”

“Do you want to return to your friends in
The Family of Truth or do you want to stay with your biological
parents?”

“My parents are dead,” she answered, “they
are of Satan.” It was as cruel as can be and there’s nothing I can
say to soften it. She was clearly brainsick. “I want to return to
The Family of Truth,” she added.

“Are you crazy?” she asked.

“I’m trying in my own way, to serve the Lord
full-time, 100%.”

Chancy turned and looked at the two police
officers. “Why did you bring her here? We’re so busy. I’m not
committing this young healthy adult. There’s nothing wrong with
her.”

“Are you crazy?” Una growled, using Chancy’s
same expression, but in an opposite tone of voice.

Stan stepped over to Chancy. “What do you
know about brainwashing?”

“Enough not to believe in it. There’s
nothing clinically wrong with your daughter, Mr. Tappet. It’s you
and your family who seem upset. I think perhaps you are the ones
who need counseling.”

“I couldn’t agree more. Keep us both. Don’t
turn my daughter loose to those monsters. They’ve raped her and God
knows what else they’ve done to her.”

“Raped by the Jesus People?” she said and
raised her eyebrows in a skeptical manner. She turned to Sally. “Is
this true?”

“My father’s lying,” she answered, avoiding
his eyes. “He’s of Satan and when the Black Satan kidnapped me,
they tortured me to make that story up.”

“I heard it from her lips just three days
ago,” Una said. “No one touched her. Sally, what are you doing? We
were there when you told us that five Elders raped you, and you
named them!”

Chancy looked at Stan and ignored Una. “Mr.
Tappet,” she said, “I know who you are. I’m the admitting doctor
and your daughter isn’t being committed just because you have
money. This is a constitutional issue and it isn’t being decided in
the psychiatric ward of a public hospital.”

The officers talked to Stan out of our
earshot for a minute. When they both made to go, I was hoping
they’d made a deal, but the doctor said again, “I’m not admitting
her. I’ll take her to her friends myself.”

“You know what you are?” Una said, raising
her voice and stepping threateningly near Chancy, “you’re a person
removed from the genuine, when you see another counterfeit
out-of-the-tree zombie, you see a soul-mate.” The volume of Una’s
voice increased, now more of a growl with a acute edge of anger.
“You’ve been analyzed out of your soul and anyone who is a real
person is an affront to you. You don’t see anything wrong with that
girl, then look in the mirror?”

“Una!” Mary said sharply, drying her
eyes.

“If your evil-trade never existed,” Una
continued even louder, as angry now as the day when she’d
pulverized Mr. Vondt, “the world would be a better place;
psychiatry is a lie just as much as The Family of Truth!”

“Una,” Mary said, even sharper, “that’s
enough!”

Chancy smiled, and without saying a word
took Sally away. That bitch was a real mean twenty-mule team and
even waddled like one. I signaled to Andy with my eyes and we raced
out of the hospital. We found Kurt waiting for us and he took us
directly to the parking lot where the bus people waited for
Sally.

I was truly excited. It had been ages since
I’d had a legitimate reason to street brawl and I was itching to
pay the bus-people back for the humility they served us back in
July. I nodded to Abbot and Bandar, and we busted in on them even
as The Family of Truth was cheering Sally’s arrival. I sucker
punched Silent Peace, the one with the purple birthmark, striking
and flattening him; it was an excellent shot. I jumped on him and
gave him three quick hammer blows to the head. He was out and
bleeding from his nose. I went after the fat bearded guy next, Holy
Truth–one of Sally’s rapists. He was the only one amongst the
bus-people that I’d seen with any extra weight.

We’d caused much confusion and Kurt had
single-handedly dragged Sally kicking and screaming to his large
old El Dorado. Holy Truth was a coward and timidly covered his face
to dodge my blows and didn’t fight back, but I managed several good
ones before he ran to the bus. The presence of Abbot and Bandar,
the way they indiscriminately punched both sexes with unrestrained
blows, was absolutely essential to our complete success. The bus
people soon scrambled bleeding and terrified into their bus and
left without Sally. They’d come all the way to Jersey to retrieve
her, probably out of fear that she’d talk and because her presence
in The Family of Truth was worth a fortune. They expected wealthy
Northeastern liberals, an obedient alienated housekeeper and the
cowed son of famous industrialists, not parents who were home and
willing to fight for their daughter, a housekeeper holding their
catch back, and the son, a streetwise orphan ready to physically
fend them off.

My first inclination was to phone Rick
Edwards, and indeed, I tried, but his wife, Janice, said he was on
one of the major news networks that night and would be late; I
found out which one, and rang off. After thanking Kurt, Abbot and
Bandar, for their help, Andy and I took Sally to Una’s cottage. I
sat in the back with her and held her hand as Andy drove.

When we arrived, I phoned Una. “You have my
Sally?” she asked before I got a word out. I told her the story and
this is what she said, I’ll never forget it, “The best thing that
ever happened to the Tappets is you stealing those flowers from our
garden for your mother.” She paused. “Is she okay?” I let her speak
to Sally for a few minutes. She was only half responsive, and when
I took the phone from her, Una said, “I’m on my way, I’ll see you
in a couple of hours.”

I knew Mary and Stan would come too. I
turned on the television to the news show Janice had referred to,
and within a minute, the three of us were watching Rick Edwards on
Nightly Review debating the cults, especially The Family of Truth,
with Senator Al Stevens, Ashbury Farm’s head-elder’s father. When
it was over, Sally had regained some poise and I made us all hot
chocolate. To my relief, Sally took it from me and smiled. I knew
that no matter how slow the recovery, she would make it, and as
soon as Mary, Stan, and Una arrived, Andy and I went to bed; and I
think they weren’t long after.

 


Chapter Ten




In the next few weeks, Sally and I visited
Rick Edwards and his family, had supper with them, and went to a
deprogramming. Stan had sent a sizable check with me to help with
his fight against cults. It was wonderful to see Rick Edwards
again, and for the second time, I realized, that like Stan, he was
a real life hero, however, while it was good for me, it was
incredible for Sally. She was thinking of suing The Family of Truth
for the assault, and Rick Edwards, while cautioning her that it
would be hard and perhaps dangerous, encouraged her to seek
counseling and legal advise; and especially to forgive herself for
getting on that bus. His wife and children were wonderful, and the
night was magic. He took us to a deprogramming with him, a
seventeen year old who had be recruited by the Brotherhood, and
although it seemed easier than what Sally had gone through, I could
tell that it effected her positively.

The following weeks Sally returned to
university at NYCU and I returned to Princeton. That year, we both
received excellent grades and graduated in Bachelor Arts. Sally and
I both wanted to start our careers with Tappets, and after
conferring with Una, scheduled a formal meeting with Mary and Stan.
They turned us down flatly over the wishes of Una, and both of us
were told we had to specialize in accounting and business courses
for two more years, maybe three, and depending on our marks, would
be put on a fast-track to Tappets’ management. Together, we decided
to do Harvard business school and our marks over the next two years
were impressive enough for Mary and Stan to concede. I had started
to work out and in these two years and lost much weight, over
twenty-five pounds, and my build in general, was one that I was
more satisfied with. By the time I graduated business school, I had
managed a few romantic relationships. I can’t say that they were
great, or that there was much love, but I developed confidence as a
lover. I told Sally nothing of these interludes, and she told me
nothing of hers, if she had any; I suspected that she didn’t.

In July of 1984, we both started with
Tappets full-time. I was placed, to my complete surprise, at Poss
Fast-Discs under the tutelage Hiroyuki Nakamura, the number two man
in Tappets. Sally started with Mary, in management and I was very
jealous of this, but before we actually began, we learned of Rick
Edwards’ murder. A knock came to my bedroom door the day before I
was to start at Poss. Una entered. She’d her expression of bad
news. I thought for a second Clara had passed away. I’d been in to
see her a couple of times this last week, she was across the hall,
and she looked quite frail and didn’t recognize me. Una turned on
the television in my bedroom to NBC news.

“Rick Edwards was killed this morning,” she
said. I rose in shock; I’d been sitting at my desk working at my
computer. “A group of five gunmen armed with AK-47s killed him at
home,” she continued, “and seriously injured his twelve year old
son.”

I immediately thought of The Family of
Truth. Rick Edwards had told Sally and I during the night we’d
flown to LA that they now had a hostility branch. “Have they caught
them?” I asked.

Una shrugged and rubbed my head. “It’s the
damnest thing,” she said. “Such a fine man. It’s true what they
say, that in life, courage is often paid for with your life.”

Soon after, Mary and Sally arrived home and
we watched the television together that night, but there was little
new information. I remember that I was stunned at Sally’s
appearance that night. She wore an elegant red dress and was so
obviously readying to become a mature modern business woman, yet
still gorgeous, provocative, and even alluring. I hid my feelings
even though she made eye contact with me all night and smiled like
an enchantress. I wanted badly to respond, but was afraid of my own
longings. Why reopen that wound? Stan phoned Janice Edwards, but
there was nobody home and he had left a message of our
condolences.

Before we had heard the news, we had planned
on having a family conference tonight, with everyone including
Isaac, Dad’s assistant, but I seriously wondered if it would be
canceled. I didn’t know it at the time, but already Stan believed
that The Family of Truth was behind Rick’s death and wished Sally
would drop her plan of suing them.

Una cooked one of my favorite dishes,
macaroni and beef pie which was like a shepherd’s pie, but with
ground-beef, pasta, and tomato sauce. It was scrump-delicious.
Afterwards, we congregated in the living room. Isaac dressed in a
light golden silky shirt with black dress pants. He looked fabulous
from his shining black shoes to the tip of his blond-streaked hair.
He was tanned and smiled naturally. For the first time since
knowing him, I thought I might seek his counsel on a new wardrobe
for work.

“So here we are,” Mary said when we had sat
down, “all together and healthy. Thank goodness. Cheers.”

We saluted with our glasses of Chianti and I
felt full of love for everyone at the table, but especially
Sally.

“Congratulations Sally and Christian,” Mary
continued, raising her glass. “As you must by now be aware, the
company was restructured recently. Consolidation will take place in
two areas, management teams and between overseas and continental
investments. Sally is being trained on the oversight management
team and by Lloyd Mills in investments. Starting tomorrow,
Christian you’ll report to Lloyd at Tappets Electronics, and soon,
with Hiroyuki Nakamura, you’ll be studying business under the
finest man known to Tappets, excepting your father, of course. I
expect, a fast rise into the Tappets Electronics and Poss
enterprises, and we’ll go from there. Let’s say in a few years, you
can work with your dad, which I know is what you really wanted, but
the thought of you two working together, voting together, and
planning your future with Tappets so concerned Una and I that we
vetoed it. Some day, I think you’ll see the reasoning behind it.
Remember, with a business organization, patience is one of the key
elements of success, and following instructions! Right Una?”

Una winked at me. “Christian will get along
just fine with Hiroyuki Nakamura, in fact, they are much the same
temperament.”

“Thank you so much,” I said, completely
hiding my disappointment and the table erupted in laughter, and
like a fool, I joined in.

It wasn’t until well after our meeting, I
had a chance to talk to Sally alone and congratulated her. I caught
her in the kitchen, and I desperately hoped we wouldn’t be
interrupted.

“You’re so beautiful, Sally,” I said, “I
know what I did when I first became a member of this family was
wrong and I’m sincerely sorry.”

I saw my words made her cry and I hugged
her, then she kissed me on the mouth and held me like not a second
had gone by since our last sexual embrace. It was like she had
slapped me in the face with a force that woke me up. I pushed her
away and stormed out of the kitchen and up the stairs, my heart
pounding in fear for my life. Despite my bewilderment, and the
stress I felt, I slept well in my own bed and left early for
work.

Tappets Electronics worked out of a building
sold to them by IBM. I imagine this was before they knew the Nexus
and Fast-Disc Divisions were going to build personal computers and
business machines. We weren’t using our in-house name, which was
Mary’s usual practice, and we were importing many of our parts from
the Sursheita Company in Japan.

When I caught sight of the cluster of
box-like low-rise buildings, The Carewell Complex, my heart sank.
It was so low-rise, that because of so many apartment structures
near West-Eleventh and Hudson, I wouldn’t be able to see The Twin
Towers, the statue, Seagram’s, or any modern architecture. I’d have
used the tunnel but decided to take the transit the first few days
and walked from the main corner to the front gate. It was a fine
summer morning, although the noise was bothersome. Lloyd was as
lean and tall as ever, but I hadn’t seen him in a few months. He
was attractive enough, but I found his hair too short, his face too
narrow, and skin too pale.

“You look good without the weight,” he said.
“With the short hair and the suit, you finally look like a banker.”
He laughed nervously. I’d no security pass and had to sit and wait
for Lloyd to clear the matter up. “Come this way, I’ll buy you a
coffee,” he said when he had gained my clearance. “We’ve a meeting
with the old man this morning.”

I knew he meant Hiroyuki Nakamura, the
President of Tappets Electronics, who wasn’t only one of the
Stanroids, but also a staunch supporter of Mary. He’d the best of
both worlds. He was the most powerful person in Tappets beside my
parents and Una.

To my surprise, the building had no
cafeteria. Mary’s no-frills philosophy had become ingrained. I
feared the worst and decided I’d best keep my identity to myself.
The employees might lynch me. When we exited the building at the
back, security people scanned us both with electronic wands. A huge
sign on the door said, ‘Stop for security check. No exceptions!’ We
bought coffee from vendors on wheels. Lloyd offered me a
cigarette.

“I didn’t know you smoked,” I said and
refused the offer. I’d never even tried one. Picnic tables had been
set along the wall and the property looked westward on a small
woodlands which was divided by a ten story apartment complex
overshadowed in turn by a high Holiday Inn.

“Did you sincerely like math?” Lloyd asked.
I nodded. “I think you’ll be working for Bill Stanton, a controller
who worked for Modal and Factory Bright. He is a cool guy. It’s
just a suggestion at this stage, but the old guy usually follows my
advice. I thought a bit of continent-hopping might do you some good
after all that expensive ed-u-ca-tion. Stanton was with Denison’s
team back then. Jack Denison is still comptroller and Senior Vice
President but everyone considers Hiroyuki the operational VP now.
Stanton was sicced on Tay Mines and Tappet Holdings by him against
Denison’s wishes. It’s still managed by Gordon Whitley, but Mary
wouldn’t call off the dogs. Then the old man kicked Stanton over to
Constant Batteries to do the same to Graham Roberts. Something’s
up, so keep the blood off your knife.” I must have looked puzzled;
I didn’t have the slightest idea of what he meant. “It’s just that
anybody looking on Tappets from the outside,” he continued, “would
say your mom and dad are at war.”

“It’s peculiar,” I admitted, not
understanding it myself.

We’d to use our cards to get back in and
Lloyd had the security guard explain to me about the cameras,
monitoring devices, phone-recordings and other invasive security
equipment. I didn’t know how to feel about this issue. Lloyd gave
me a tour of the building. In one part, I stopped to look at a
poster of Tappets’ Divisions. No acquisitions had been made for
five years and I wondered about that. It was most peculiar. We took
the elevator to the third and top floor and followed the sign down
the plush carpeted hallway without seeing a single soul. The
hallway gleamed in a silver-colored metal and the light was bright.
Wood trim accentuated the edging, and the uniform effect fell away
and became as though a statement of refinement. Evergreen Bonsai
had been strategically placed here and there, and I stopped to look
at a couple of them. The idea of artificially dwarfing trees by
planting them in small urns, then starving them of nutrients,
limiting the space for root growth, and pruning the shoots to
create the gnarled appearance of a full-sized tree, seemed to me
weird. It was a perplexing thing about Japanese culture, like the
Haiku poem or Gagaku music. Several places had wall mirrors, also
bordered by thin varnished beechwood, some with stands holding
vases of a variety of cut orchids from around the world.

By the door to Nakamura’s outer office,
stood two statues of enormous Great Danes on their hinds with their
male genitals showing. As we approached, the doors opened
automatically. I could see that Hiroyuki obviously didn’t much care
for Mary’s austere business philosophy.

“Good morning Mr. Mills,” a plump
well-dressed middle-aged woman said from behind her desk. “Hello,
Mr. Tappet.”

“Call me, Christian,” I said and shook her
hand.

We didn’t have to wait and were greeted at
once by Hiroyuki. It seemed that his features had softened since
I’d last seen him, but otherwise he was the tall and elegant man I
always remembered. His suit was the peak of sophistication and I
felt under-dressed. Four large wildlife paintings, I imagined as
extravagant as Tappets ever allowed, by a celebrated New York City
artist, Caley Quarrellé, hung on his office walls.

“Lloyd, could you see to Mrs. Read,” he said
before Lloyd could sit. “She’s in the Conference room with Kyoto
and Mike. Make sure they’re comfortable and that the
vision-statement brochure is finished up. Stan’s office has
inquired after it twice today.”

They shook hands and Lloyd left, but I
sensed some tension there or maybe disappointment in Lloyd, but
couldn’t put my finger on it. The old man, as Lloyd called him,
studied me a moment as I stood there. “Forgive me for staring,” he
said.

“When I look at my own reflection now, I
feel I barely know myself,” I said softly. “I’ve lost considerable
weight and have worked out at the gym, perhaps, one too many
times.”

“Few of us, do know ourselves, maybe none of
us do. No one has a monopoly on wisdom, Christian. Your father and
I debate politics continually. He’s a conservative who promotes
fiscal restraint and economic liberalism, many of his ideas aren’t
far from Reagan’s. My views wholeheartedly endorse the state, but
I’m called a liberal and he isn’t. I believe that without
regulation, business would eat itself. However, I greatly admire
your father, but neither his nor my view of politics has much to do
with running a large non-bureaucratic modern industrial
conglomeration that your mother and Una have crafted over
decades.”

I caught his eyes and he saw my surprise at
such an appraisal. “You and your sister, Sally, who I also greatly
admire, must learn the secret to their success. You have access to
every level; to Stan, Mary, Una and everyone else. I can tell you,
Christian, I don’t envy you the challenge of mastering Tappet
Industries. However, I’d like to help you with it, if you so
desired.”

My heart-beat began to pick up. He was
giving me an inside track, a big break to compete with Sally who
was working directly with Mary, but was it too good to be true? Now
was the time for courage. Better to be sharpening pencils for Lloyd
than to be used as a tool against my family. “Why?”

“It’s no big secret that I’d like to manage
the whole enterprise. A possibility exist in the decade before you
and Sally are qualified. Mary and Stan may wish to retire early and
they trust me. Do you see?” This was as honest as I could expect. I
rose and formally bowed, as Stan had taught me. “What has Lloyd
told you about your position here?” he asked.

I told him about the Stanton idea. “Bill
Stanton is a fine man. He reports strictly to me, as will you. Can
you keep confidences from your family until our investigations are
complete?”

I swallowed. “I could never betray my
family.”

“On the contrary, Christian, this is about
helping them.”

“In that case I can report to you in
confidence.”

He gave a lightening quick nod of his head.
“You understand that you’ll not be working for Bill Stanton, he’ll
be working for you.” Again I couldn’t keep the surprise off my
face. “If everything goes well, you’ll be a working VP within
months, but for now you have the title anyway.”

That night I decided to throw my lot with
Hiroyuki Nakamura. When Mary heard about the title I could tell
that she was furious, and Una didn’t like it either. The next day,
I returned to his offices, to find I’d an office of my own. On the
door, Christian Donald Briner Tappet, Vice President, was printed.
It felt good. It wasn’t true yet, but I was damn-well going to try
to be one. I fumbled with the door. The office had a view of
West-Eleventh and the day was bright, so it wasn’t too depressing.
The walls were painted in a very light aquamarine and were bare
except for a print of the New York City skyline taken from a
northern angle. Bill Stanton arrived. He was forty years old or so,
and fit and trim. I made coffee and we sat. “So where to from
here?” I asked.

“My team’s wrapping things up at Modal. That
will take two more days, maybe less, then on to Tonal-Flex, ‘They
make verdy-verdy g-o-o-o-d speakers,’” he said mocking a popular
jingle.

“Is any of the work here?”

He shook his head. “We have to go to Phili,
boss.”

“Call me Christian. I’ll try not to call you
boss. If you would help me not to fall flat on my face, I’d be
indebted, and you would be richer.”

That afternoon, Bill brought me in the
reports on the completed audits for Modal Oil, Factory-Bright, Poss
Fast-Discs, Mutual Real Estate, Sursheita, and Spectrum Sound.
There were six more divisions to go. I read the Factory-Bright
report and it seemed everything was fine. I interrupted Bill’s work
to say so, and I’ll never forget his response. “Wrong answer. Keep
reading. The old man expects you to find it on your own.”

Sally phoned me that afternoon to tell me
that she had a date with Lloyd Friday night and that Mary and Una
had that morning, made her a vice-president. I congratulated her,
but of course I was dismayed and confused. Lloyd of all people.
Like Mary, Sally knew exactly what to do to get to me. The message
was clear, capitulate and sleep with her, or lose her to Lloyd.

I returned to the Factory-Bright report and
read through the Poss’ report next. Still nothing. That took me
until ten o’clock that evening and when I arrived home, I fell
asleep without even washing up, and so my days passed by, in
between trips to do actual physical audits, reading one report
after another, then reading them again. Soon, I became sure
something was wrong, but I was unable to see it clearly; no trend
existed. Perhaps Una had been right all those years ago, and I was
as thick as a brick.

If Hiroyuki grew impatient with me, he never
showed it. Maybe he and Bill weren’t sure themselves what to think
of the reports. Huge capital funds were flowing between the
division at alarming rates, some figures were purposely inflated,
some deflated. It made no sense unless it involved a number of
senior people, but a conspiracy theory, ugh!

On August 12, Clara died. The funeral
ceremony in New York City was the next day. If ever any doubt
existed in anyone’s mind of Una’s position inside society, the
company, and the Tappet family, it would have been cleared up then
with a bang. The outpouring was massive and the turnout for the
ceremony, in the thousands.

The family flew with the body to Jamaica and
Clara was finally laid to rest on the sixteenth in a gravesite near
her own mother in a village just outside Kingston, but we didn’t
stay in Jamaica as I had hoped, but immediately returned to our
regular lives. I was starting to realize, the heat at Tappets, had
been turned up to high, but didn’t know why.

Two months later, Monday, September 15, I
flew with Hiroyuki and Bill to Japan to visit Tappet’s Integrated
Products Plant in Tokyo, run under the Factory Bright banner. We
toured the Integrated Industrial Park. Tappets didn’t own the land
nor even most of the companies leased there. It was a huge
structural monstrosity connected by bright yellow underground
corridors. Nana Sumo and James Nasuko were our guides. Nana, a
young Japanese translator with a pretty figure, black hair, and
brown eyes, had a reputation of being a witty conversationalist in
either language, but I didn’t care about that, I was so randy I
could hardly keep my eyes off her and only hoped Hiroyuki didn’t
notice my flirting.

Sally had started sleeping with Lloyd and I
wanted to return fired so badly that I could hardly control myself.
Nana had come to Tappets by way of her father, the vice-president
of Sursheita, the quality products division, and the way she smiled
at me, I thought she was willing to give it a go. I quickly grew
fond of her sense of humor and her ability to keep on reassuring me
with her eyes that I wasn’t misreading her.

James Nasuko, a short and young Japanese
man, managed the plant. His suit fit perfectly and he wore his hair
short, almost a fifty’s style. His eyeglasses accorded him more
years than he had and I realized that he wore them for that reason.
“My hotel room is at the Meredith on the shore-view,” I said making
conversation with Nana as we walked along, “I’ve a room which faces
the bay.”

She came closer and lowered her voice. “I’d
like to see it.”

For a moment, I’d to take deep breaths to
calm myself. The thought of real sex with a female executive inside
Tappets to revenge myself against Sally seemed impossibly good.
Also, it seemed that I’d never just had sex with somebody in a
natural way. With Lloyd, I’d been raped. With Sally, I’d been a
kid. The two Koreans were working girls and there had been payment.
With the few in between, it had been casual college sex. I wasn’t
sure I could even do it on my own with a full mature female. It
seemed suddenly rather difficult; what if I failed to please her? I
found myself standing all excited about sex next to Hiroyuki in the
main auditorium with another Stanroid, John Admen. The crowd before
us numbered nearly a thousand, sitting on fold out chairs. John was
Stan’s age, also with a full head of grey hair, weighing over two
hundred pounds and standing at approximately six-feet tall. He’d a
slight belly, but really not too noticeable. Like most of Stan’s
war buddies, he smoked and his skin was grey because of it. I’d
never seen the man tanned. I don’t think he liked the sun. I knew
he was an ardent defender of Stan’s policies, like Ken Roxton, and
one of the Tappet’s most loyal and longest standing branch
presidents. I looked around to find Nana just behind us. She
smiled, and with every bit of my will, I smiled back. When lust
fills a man’s heart, it’s hard to smile. It’s almost like being
aggravated or angry. You’re like a wolf, and my excitement just
wouldn’t recede.

“So what do you think?” John asked, catching
me totally distracted. “Did they show you which of the new lines
are produced here?” I nodded. He turned to Hiro. “Mr. Nakamura, are
you ready to start your speech?” Hiro nodded. “Are you ready with
your father’s,” he said to me. I nodded as well. “Well you go
first, young man.”

Stan’s speech was short and Nana would
translate it from a copy she held. It was a piece of cake. I
stepped up to the podium and looked at the crowd. I looked over and
scanned Nana’s body. I felt like a complete beast, and sexual
excitement lasted through my whole speech. It went on to talk about
excellence in production, honesty at work, and pride in a job well
done. It sounded inspirational to my ears, and in ten minutes, I’d
finished. It had been sheer Stan Tappet, 100%, laced though with my
sexual longing. The manufacturing of refrigerators and toaster
ovens, had never sounded so seductive.

Stan once told me that if you can make
capitalism sound like socialism, the people will embrace it. I’m
sure I’d made it sound like getting laid. It was dramatic, liberal,
and most importantly, like sex, full of vague promises. Afterwards,
we toured the factory floor itself, and when I came to the assembly
line where over a hundred employees gathered. They stopped the line
and clapped. Both Hiro and I solemnly bowed. I realized they
expected greatness of Tappets over the long path of their futures.
My goal in life had become to take over Tappets with Sally and make
it the number one company in the world.

“You seem lost in thought,” Nana whispered
to me as the proceedings finished. “Was it something I said?”

“Do you think we can sneak out of here?” She
giggled but didn’t look hopeful. “Mr. Nakamura,” I said, “Would you
mind if I took the translator and left.”

Without smiling at my joke, and with a
penetrating yet inscrutable expression, he nodded. I turned heels
and left with Nana before he changed his mind. When we got to the
car, I kissed her and felt great relief when she kissed me back. We
stopped on the way to buy condoms and everything went very well in
the hotel room. Her body was flawless and much different than any I
remembered; it was smaller, softer, and her skin smoother and
darker. She smelled of flowers and baby powder.

I took her out that night and we had a great
time. I returned home the next day with Hiro and felt happy, but
within the next month, I discovered Nana was engaged to be married
to an older Japanese man of some standing in Tokyo. I also
discovered Sally was sleeping with Lloyd more than casually. These
two things put me into a funk.

We soon finished the Tonal-Flex audit and
moved along to Tay Mines. This took much traveling. Afterwards, we
audited Tappet-Tapes, Nexus, Constant Batteries, Tappet Holdings,
and finally, Tappet Electronics. I’d studied the reports sober,
tired, focused, drunk on wine, while eating, hungry, and I’m sure,
in my dreams, and after a year and half, April 10, 1987, I visited
Hiro in his office with Bill Stanton at my side, to present my
analysis. I’d delivered a one-hundred-and-thirty page report and
had condensed it down to a few pages of pointers. Hiro indicated
that we sit on couches near the windows which overlooked the
Hudson. His secretary served us coffee and left.

“What’s discussed here today,” he said in a
soft voice, “is to remain completely confidential, until I say so.
Okay Christian, go ahead.”

“The flow of currency,” I said, “credits,
bond funds, resources, employees, and just about everything else in
Tappets, has merged the divisions into one giant cross-pollinating
organism, so, a thing like this is hard to uncover. At least it was
for me. I first couldn’t see anything wrong at all. Whoever’s
behind it, has disguised it well. Let me tell you how it works.
Money which eventually would have gone for stock-dividends was hid
as a profit-ulterior-event such as acquisition, real-estate, and
other expenses, which was then purchased, but never in the
quantities reported. Hand in hand with this is the quite-startling
fact that the books were cooked, but not enough to raise any
alarms. The difference in shrink, loss of goods in theft, and other
factors were exaggerated. When I cross-compared outside Tappets,
our costs never matched other companies day to day losses.

“This long-term process of constantly
skimping profit was done on such a massive scale with so many
people involved, that this report can’t conclusively say who knows,
who’s involved, and who’s just playing along. Our short list
though, includes, Gordon Whitley and others at Tay Mines and Tappet
Holdings, Graham Roberts and others at Constant Batteries, Donna
Wader and others at Mutual Real Estate, Kyoto Takeshi and others at
Sursheita, Cheryl Garland and others at Nexus, and finally, Jack
Denison. He’s the reason I believe that this goes back decades. He
has covered up for a long time any clarification request from my
parents with elaborate excuses.”

Hiro caught my eyes. “Maybe,” he said.
“Bill, saw it first. I couldn’t see it at all. Neither could you at
first. Maybe Jack is innocent. It’s a slow steady action that’s not
overly greedy. I mean, considering the scale, it’s enormous, but
whoever’s behind it, is being careful not to clean the register
completely. Now what to do?”

“Let’s go get them,” I said.

“Don’t approach this like a cowboy,” Hiro
said softly, “you’ll destroy the company. We could say that our
Tappet wide audit is complete, but due to discrepancies it won’t be
published. Instead we’ll redo it with both Jack and Bill under your
guidance. That should take another year and a half.”

“What does that solve?” I asked in a soft
respectful voice, but also with some disappointment.

“I think everyone, including your mom and
dad will save face. The guilty parties will be warned and their
unwanted behavior will cease. Some will quit in fear. After our
second audit, we’ll privately disclose the culprits to Sally, Una,
and your parents. Then, with their permission, we’ll dismiss or
retire them one by one, but over a long period.”

His logic was impeccable and he put the need
of the company ahead of his own sense of justice. “I’ve so much yet
to learn from you,” I said.

Bill and I set up a meeting with Jack
Denison and announced our plans for a second audit the week after.
As far as I could tell, Jack didn’t suspect we were on to him.

On Stan’s fifty-fifth birthday, Saturday,
July 20, 1987, we had a party for him. Una ran it, and it was
surprisingly formal. I shook hands and chatted casually to whomever
caught my attention as I moved through the Tappets’ crowd, always
watching Una, who planned the evening like a work of art. I wore
dress pants and a new shirt. I had settled into one hundred and
seventy-five pounds and my reflection didn’t bother me too much
anymore. I’d quit my gym and joined Stan’s so I could work out with
him which we tried to do everyday. I was in the best shape I’d ever
been. It was just that my face troubled me. I seemed to have a look
of being perpetually lost.

The brightly lit room had been remodeled
just for this celebration and the party surpassed my expectations.
I’d heard Una tell Mary numerous times that these kinds of social
events brought forth the ideas, and that the office only existed as
a place to work out the details. Una wore a bright flowing red
dress and had a crimson carnation in her hair. In the last while,
she had lost weight, perhaps even up to thirty pounds, this had
started when her mother had died. Sally had her long blond hair
pulled back and it accentuated her beautiful angular face. The
sleek dark-green business suit over her slender figure had an
eloquent effect, and I knew Una had picked it out for her.

Sally wore glasses in public now, but for
appearance only. They made her look older, just like James Nasuko,
but I didn’t like them on her. Stan was dressed similar to me, and
when Hiroyuki arrived, he wore a suit so fine that I again felt
underdressed. He was exceedingly dignified looking, better than a
century’s-old Buddhist monk in a bright white robe and a whole
universe away from The Family of Truth’s elder’s tie-dyed t-shirt
and blue jeans.

Ken Roxton, the President of Modal Oil wore
a grey tuxedo, and tonight, this seemed to accentuate his age and
his square face. Though robust and well-built, he normally looked
much younger. It was his grey hair combined with his grey apparel
that betrayed his age. I got drinks for Stan and Hiro and stood
beside them. “Mary will be down in a moment,” Sally said when she
joined us.

“Hiro, how are you doing?” Graham Roberts,
the head of Constant Batteries, said loudly, coming into our
circle. His voice held some disdain.

We all shook hands and smiled. Graham’s
Slavic heritage wasn’t immediately obvious to the eye, even though
after a few drinks, he talked with an accent. His face sported a
moustache as white as his hair and his eyes always held a cruelness
to me. Stan’s friend or not, from the beginning, I’d disliked him,
but now that he was seemingly implicated in the fraud against
Tappets, I was coming to despise him. “Still predicting a
recession?” he asked Hiro glibly, almost sarcastically.

“An economy in depression will stay there a
long time unless government investments are made,” Hiro said. “I
believe we are quickly becoming that type of economy. If spending
for capital equipment falls, the contraction will continue,
moreover private investment has an antagonist, that is, satiety,
and as we all know, it spells shrinkage. This is why the deliberate
undertaking of rapid government spending to stimulate the economy
is so important.”

Graham looked angry and was about to respond
when Sally cut in. “Let’s say that your liberal views on paper
money were implemented around the world,” she said. “What would
happen to the current expansion?”

“The Reagan administration’s recent decision
to reduce the national capital gains tax looks good for business at
first sight,” he replied. “Capital accumulation in the democracies,
is essentially national hoarding by conservative policy. Risky
investment in offshore or in third world countries, equals out the
effect of keeping your money here and moving your factories
offshore or to third-world countries to save on other state costs.
A country like America is going to have state costs, you just can’t
get around it, and the neo-conservatives can’t have it both
ways.”

“I think Germany and Japan have better
production figures for reasons other than liberal fiscal policy,”
Sally said in a confident voice. “For instance, for production
reasons. Not all the better market performances in these two
countries are for reasons that we could call entirely positive.
They are recent democracies, even if they were ancient regimes, of
course, if Japan’s a democracy at all yet.”

I could see that this remark had a shocking
effect, and that she’d tried to personally affront Hiro. I saw Mary
had joined us; her and Una, I was sure in my heart, would be
cheering for Sally. As for me, I was torn between Hiro and Sally.
Her gown fit perfectly and she radiated happiness, or so I thought;
this assessment, would later prove wrong, but she stood there so
confident, beautiful, and magnetizing, that she seemed to become
the center of the hall. “Some working habits of the past were
better than the things which have replaced them,” Sally added. “If
Germans are harder working people compared to us in America, should
we necessarily follow their statist socialist policies or rather
follow their work ethic, an ethic that they, as Lutherans, along
with the Presbyterians, first created?”

“I have a feeling that we are going to be
subjected to your rather colorful and unusual views on fiscal
policy,” Hiro said with a warm smile. His expression held an aura
of benevolence and his soft voice had a distinctive feature of
making every word appear to drop blessed from the skies. I was
learning to admire him on all fronts. Even her insult hadn’t
ruffled his feathers.

“Current paper money policy,” he said, “led
to an unbounded credit expansion in the sixties and seventies.
Subsidized health care, food for school children, public housing,
environment legislation, and many other valuable public services
came into being, which couldn’t have developed with direct income
tax alone. Now the Conservatives are floating their currencies and
following the tight-fisted paper policy like those suggested by
Milton Friedman, but if you’ve been watching, they haven’t stopped
spending.

“Our crisis, which before this expansion was
inflation, is now debt. They’ve just invested in arrears. Reagan’s
a perfect example of this, as is Thatcher. After all, even Friedman
calls himself a Liberal, not a Conservative. Who wants to be a
Conservative? Look at their tradition. They preach tolerance and
Human Rights, but if you are a member of Amnesty International or
some such organization, they brand you as a leftist. They talk tax
cuts and spend like bandits on arms and war. And they preach
against government expansion inside America, but mettle in
everyone’s affairs abroad. To top it all off, I think they’re all
hawks. We are aware of the growing death knells of communism around
the world. Russia is broke. China’s markets are beginning a rapid
deployment of capitalism. This is an admitted world-wide defeat to
Marxism. A harsh money standard, as you suggest, Sally, such as
gold, would serve to push all the communist countries out of the
western grip. The Cold War isn’t over, yet.” Again he eyed his
audience, this time as though he were a minority of one. “What?
We’d rather fight them outright. We can’t seduce them if they won’t
come to the party. We’d face increased tension everywhere. Indeed,
we’d have to spend even more money than the absurd amount we are
now spending on the military.”

“I can’t see how you’ll compromise with
dictatorships and keep your democracy?” Sally said in a voice, more
harsh, I’m sure, than she meant.

“You mean left wing dictatorships?” he asked
critically .

“I mean all dictatorships.”

“The young are purists,” he responded, “gold
is pure too. The young are optimistic as well, so they are the ones
who become angry when they see the corruption of an ideal. That’s
the reason why the Left cry, ‘The villainy of the Capitalist,’ ‘The
greed of the Industrialist,’ and ‘The selfishness of the
Financiers.’ This is natural and self-seeking in youth, don’t you
agree, Sally?” He looked at everyone except Sally. “On the Right
you cry, ‘The villainy of Lawyers, ‘The greed of the Socialist,’
and ‘The selfishness of Politicians.’”

The crowd around us now stood at nearly the
entire upper corporate structure of Tappets. “A gold standard would
prevent the government from setting the price of paper for its own
agenda,” Sally retorted hotly. “In effect, gold would be actual
money. There would be no Federal Reserve Bank. Banks would have the
actual gold and their paper money would represent the real actual
value of gold. It would buy goods with the actual amount
represented in gold, or even some other tangible standard.
Governments couldn’t use money itself to expand, but would have to
do so the hard, honest way, with going directly to the people with
a tax on goods or income.

“Printing money serves the interests of
Liberals, there is no argument with you there, Mr. Nakamura, and
furthermore, Milton Friedman calls himself a Classical Liberal, and
that’s a world of distance from where you stand. Paper money has
brought the free world to a crisis on several occasions. Many of
the governments, who are printing money and inflating their
economies, are Christian socialists. They’re diametrically opposed
to the economic freedom of individuals in a market economy. Gold
would at least prevent the Free World from being undermined by
these unsavory types and other religious groups trying to seize the
reigns of government, such as in the Arab countries. Today, the
politicians can promise their way into power on spending, labor, or
moral platforms, then once in power, they can covertly inflate
their economies or go into debt delivering that promise. They’re
like a pack of dogs, gold would be their muzzle.”

This metaphor brought about a smattering of
applause. Hiro sipped some red wine and knotted his features into a
more stern expression. “Socialists used to call the capitalists,
pigs,” he said softly, “now, here you are, one of the most famous
young capitalists in America, calling socialists, dogs. We would be
wise to change our approach. Harsh economic times are never
popular, and in the democracies, the governments, no matter how
good, are voted out of office by shortsighted unhappy citizens. In
hard times poor people are victimized.”

“In hard times,” she interrupted, “it
becomes impossible for the government not to either inflate the
money or to go into debt. Politicians are invariably only
interested in re-election. They’re of the unanimous opinion that we
can’t get along without them, but I say that the people of the
world would be much happier without government at all, if this ever
became feasible. At any rate, the ultimate happiness of the people,
both rich and poor, isn’t such a mystery as the liberals or
socialists indicate. We plan our lives according to available
information, from the poor to the rich. A movement toward a
conversion to a worldwide gold standard could make coin and
currency the one constant among the many caprices of life. An
individual’s economic plans could be counted on, at least with this
one large variable, being constant. The ultimate happiness of the
people over the whole world just happens to be a stable
currency.”

Hiro bowed. “Very clever, but I can assure
you, young Miss Sally Tappet, that it takes more than a stable
currency to bring about such a complicated thing as people’s
ultimate happiness.”

“I’ll tell you about happiness,” Una said in
a booming voice and stepped into the circle of executives, “a fine
dinner is now served.”

With a round of laughter, the debate ended,
and after the initial courses had finished and dinner was on its
way, I rose and moved to the podium. “I want to tell you a story
before my mother speaks to you on my father’s fifty-fifth
birthday,“ I said. “You’ve been told by my father on probably too
many occasions that he flew as a fighter pilot in Korea. On many
days of the conflict, he flew in the midst of battle; twice shot
down, he spent months in a POW camp, but his most serious injury
didn’t occur in the sky nor on enemy territory. Dad was in a bar
one night with some other pilots, when some GIs dropped in, and as
you may know, the army and the air force don’t always treat each
other with the love and respect they deserve. Bickering started
between the two groups. Almost from the beginning, this stocky
muscular private had been eyeing my father and he walked up to Dad,
and without warning, sucker-punched him in the mouth. The force of
the blow flattened Dad completely and he hit the floor with a
resounding thud. On kneeling up, he spit out his four front
teeth.

“Regretting what he had accomplished in so
brutally bushwhacking my father, the soldier rushed over and
apologized profusely. My father, showing little anger, took the
four teeth from the floor and one by one, as the GI held him
steady, put then tentatively back into his mouth. My dad turned to
this fellow and said, ‘Find me a two-by-four.’ Or something like
that. ‘I know what has to be done.’ By now, they’d destroyed the
bar, and this guy’s buddies knowing that the MPs were coming, urged
him to leave, but the man refused and continued looking for a flat
level piece of wood. My dad managed to find a bottle of whisky and
started some heavy-duty drinking.”

“Which hasn’t stopped to this day,” Ken
Roxton shouted from one of the front tables.

This brought laughter all the way to the
back of the hall. I saw that Una readied the birthday desserts, to
be served after the tables had been cleared and taken down. “The
soldier comes back with a level piece of wood,” I continued, “and
my dad, already having pushed back half the bottle, put the wood up
against his four loose teeth and said to the guy, ‘This will do.’
By now, the military police have arrived and the fighting had
completely stopped. Dad looks at this guy who has knocked out his
four front teeth and says, ‘Drive them back in, buddy.’ ‘My God,’
the soldier says, ‘you can’t do that.’ Taking the man by the arm,
my father mumbles, ‘I know I can’t. You’re going to!’ The soldier
looks at my dad and big bright tears flicker in his eyes. He goes
over to a couple of MPs and gets them to hold my father’s head
steady. He took that piece of wood and pushed it for all he was
worth against those four loose teeth as my father howled in pain
and he did so until they were all level with my dad’s other
teeth.”

I saw that I’d impressed them with this
enigmatic true story and could feel the emotion in the room. “My
father still has those four teeth in his mouth today, although as
he tells it, for years he couldn’t whistle without getting a
headache. Anybody who has heard him whistle knows it isn’t
conclusive where exactly the headache comes from.”

Polite laughter followed. “Una wants to let
you know that Dana Daniel Johnston has arrived. Coffee and desserts
will be brought forth in the chamber where my father will speak.
Tonight, Ms. Johnston will perform, Chopin’s, ‘Barcarole.’ It’s one
of my father’s favorite pieces. Please then, stand and raise your
glasses to my dear and wonderful dad, who we all love so much.”

The crowd stood and raised their glasses.
“To Dad,” I said full of emotion.

“To Stan,” the crowd shouted. Stan stood,
smiling and waving modestly from his table.

I turned from the podium as though to step
down, then I quickly doubled back. I’d rehearsed this move with
Una. “I forgot to tell you,” I said loudly. “The soldier who
knocked out my dad’s four teeth is our own Ken Roxton.”

I watched the smiles of disbelief, then Ken
rose and walked up to the podium. He weighed more than Stan now,
perhaps even by twenty-five pounds. “I confess I bopped the old
guy,” Ken said casually with a genuine smile. “It’s all true, but I
have to tell you, you can’t get to the top of Tappets that way
anymore, now you have to work for a living.”

The crowd clapped and Una came over to the
microphone. “The concert will begin soon. If we can get you to the
chamber, the bar in the other room is open, and then Mr. Stan will
say a few words.”

“Well done, Christian,” Una whispered, “and
I’m very proud of you, and so are your parents.”

“Imagine a world where all basic needs are
easily met,” Stan said from the dais, before the famous pianist
came out to perform, his voice reverberating into the hall. “I’ve
said many times, the key to paradise on earth is abundance. To
produce it, we must do a seemingly impossible task: We must be
fiscally responsible, yet not stifle the imagination of employees.
Recently, we’ve set out specific tasks for each of our divisions to
accommodate Tappets’ mandate. The goals are realistic. We’ve
achieved success by a deliberate strategy of relying on the choice
for better value by consumers. They are our only judges! Over the
years we’ve grown, not just survived. We’ve become a world leader,
not just a competitor. For this, I must thank all of you. Mary has
led us from summit to summit and we benefited greatly from it. This
is true of my personal life as well and is why I love and admire
her so much. She once told me, we did so well at Tappets because we
are always smart enough to follow Una’s advice. After all this
time, I think everyone can see that it’s true. Una is a business
genius. So, Sally, Christian, Una, Mary, and all of you, I thank
you for making me look smarter than I am.”

I thought this was both completely true, and
inspirational. That night after I was in my bed, I fell asleep
dreaming of being a person as great and humble as Stan.

 


Chapter Eleven




Some months later, in January in fact, I
received a phone call from Sally. She secured a promise from me to
put aside the next Sunday to be with the Tappets at the mansion; I
checked it off on the calendar and was about to ring off, when she
said; “Are you still single?”

“Why?”

“I’ve broken off with Lloyd.”

She immediately hung up. I swore to myself,
but when Sunday came, I was good to my word. Una had made a special
Jamaican dish for Isaac. Everybody wanted some as soon as it was
cooked, but we had to wait until three o’clock when he arrived. He
came wearing a crisp, almost silvery, gray suit, but with a
multicolored paisley denim-shirt underneath. With his short blond
hair gelled to a nice wave and black running shoes with no socks on
his feet, he had struck a perfect balance between formal and
casual, but in a striking manner.

As always, he managed to look like a model,
and as always, I was jealous. As well, he wore a cologne-fragrance
vaguely familiar with the odd combination of the scents of
sea-salt, berry, and caramel, but I couldn’t name it. We gathered
in the kitchen and Una made places for us at the table. Large white
and red chrysanthemums sat on the window sills.

“I never thanked you enough for looking
after the arrangements after Clara died,” Una said to Isaac. “All
our friends saw how you were, wonderful, and the folks back home,
they thought you were kind and patient, they’ve written me and want
to give you their teenage daughters.”

Everyone laughed. “The people at the
airlines were terrific,” Isaac said. I noticed that it was his
style to never accept a direct compliment. “Without Mary and Stan,”
he said, “I wouldn’t have been allowed the time.”

“You were just marvelous,” Una insisted. She
put a clear crystal plate before us with two hot meat patties on
each. “There’s some jerk sauce,” she continued, “watch, the plate
is scalding.” She passed us frothing mugs of beer. “You have to
have this with cold suds. There’s no rush. Ms. Zucker hasn’t
arrived and I’ve to air the Rose Room yet. We don’t use it often.
It’s kept just as a war room.”

“These are fantastic, Una,” I said after a
few bites.

For a few moments, we ate in silence. Sally
was pensive and Mary was worried about something. I was afraid
she’d heard the rumors from Hiro’s office. I’d discovered Una had
friends everywhere in Tappets. One of Mary’s secretaries was a
black woman from Jamaica. Una accepted most of Mary’s official
invitations to bridal events, baby showers, weddings, and other
social events on behalf of Tappets, even, or should I say,
especially, of what was called the rank and file ones. She had
gotten many of her Jamaican female friends from back home
secretarial jobs with the company and she championed many
individual causes, such as managerial mistreatment, disputes,
grievances, and other matters. She had a reputation as Tappets’
ombudsman.

Whenever she intervened on behalf of a
worker, management immediately changed its tactics. It seemed, from
manager to shipping clerk, everyone grasped the situation. Una knew
when there were whispers of unionizing and who was organizing it.
She kept her disapproval of unions a secret, but Mary and Stan were
the beneficiaries of her intelligence operation. She knew when a
manager was on a drinking binge, which young women were being
sexually harassed, and even when things went missing, but the
conspiracy which Bill Stanton had uncovered, the huge amounts of
money over periods of decades, she knew nothing about, and
probably, like Mary and Stan, wouldn’t have believed it. “More?”
she asked us.

We took second helpings. New phones and
monitors had recently been installed for the doorways and garages
as part of Peter Burgess’ recent upgrade, but Una still looked out
a narrow curtained side-window for company. Una had been dieting
for some time, but as far as I was concerned, had shed little
weight after the initial loss of thirty pounds, but still, in my
eyes, she looked swell. She wore a light red and white summer
dress. Her black hair was pinned up today with small four-pronged
combs. It was finally starting to show strains of grey.

“She’s here,” she announced excitedly before
the bell rang.

I laughed to myself. It was the thing I
liked most about Una. She was like a kid. A visit from a lawyer was
an opportunity for adventure and she was genuinely charged up about
it. A stunning blond-haired woman with a slender figure in a grey
business suit and a long open overcoat came in with Una. She held a
black leather briefcase and she wore her clothes tight, giving the
overall impression of simplicity and efficiency. Her body was
excellent, but the way her long hair fell along her back, put it
over the top.

“Almost as long as Sally’s,” I said to
myself. “Interesting.”

Introductions were made all around by Una
who served coffee and tea in the Rose Room where we all gathered.
Mary dressed in a green and white sweater with a tan pair of pants,
while Stan wore a beige shirt with dark brown slacks. I’d on a
plain white t-shirt and a pair of faded blue jeans. Sally dressed
in a long grey dress. She was the only one besides Susan and Isaac
dressed in anything which could be called formal. Although Isaac
looked better than me, especially today, I didn’t really mind him
being there. He was no competition for Susan even if he did
outclass me. He wasn’t interested in women sexually, I on the other
hand was desperately looking for a distraction away from my
enchantress.

When Una had looked after everyone, she sat
beside Mary on the couch and watched to see if this perplexed
Susan. I knew that it was one of her favorite things, watching the
reaction to people who didn’t know her relationship to the family.
“We’re ready to begin,” she said.

“Sally and I have met now four times,” Susan
said. I realized the lawyer had already been told by Sally that Una
and Isaac were part of the family and that Stan and Mary made few
important decisions without them. This ruined Una’s fun, but
perhaps Sally had been wise. Lawyers could be particular. “This
meeting is for the family to get to know me,” Ms. Zucker continued,
“and to ask questions, and plan a strategy. You are a notable
family and this litigation procedure will be public. It could
become nasty.”

 


Una and Mary exchanged glances. “Even in our
initial discovery with the Elders of Ashbury Farms,” she said, “my
associates referred to what they said seemed like intimidation. Our
office since, has received several threats which we take seriously,
not only because they don’t even know yet who our clients are, but
because these threats showed that they knew our home addresses and
other personal information. We’ve contacted the authorities and
they’ve put us in touch with ADF in the hope that The Family of
Truth broke some gun ordinances, so, you can see, we’re hoping for
the best, but the people there said it might even be a problem
getting a search warrant.”

I felt the dread rising in everyone. “These
people are dangerous,” Una said and looked at Sally. “They have to
be stopped.”

“They’re as touchy as killer bees,” Susan
said, “and they have important friends in New Jersey and elsewhere.
They financially support the right to bear arms and freedom of
religious organizations. They’ve aligned themselves with groups on
the extreme right and call themselves Christians Under Siege. These
are politically connected groups. They scream harassment every time
anyone goes near them. However, more importantly, the Family has
many enemies. Sally’s friends at Focus, Free of Cults in United
States, have provided tremendous help with names and addresses of
ex-members and we’re off to a good start. Provided there are no
objections, we’re going to go public by the end of the week or at
least sometime soon. We’ll file with the state court offices in
Philadelphia. We have obtained the birth names of the five men who
assaulted Sally. We have so far collected three similar stories
from ex-members who will testify.”

“Do you mean against the same men?” Una
asked.

“In some cases, yes. We’ve numerous
testimonies of the Family’s practices on recruits from ex-members.
We have done some preliminary work on tracing the Family’s money
from America to Swiss accounts. We have found nine witnesses who
will testify about the Family’s general abusive treatment of
women.”

Una clapped her hands together. “Well Sally,
you’ve done well. It sounds like Ms. Zucker’s off to a great
start.”

Sally nodded. “Yes, I’m excited.”

“Sally mentioned earlier to Mary and I,”
Stan said, “that we shouldn’t expect the authorities to ever charge
these five men?”

“That’s a guess, Mr. Tappet,” Susan said.
“If this has happened before and no charges came of it, then it’s
natural to conclude the same for this case. We can’t ever give up,
but if we can’t even find any complaints in police records, then I
think Sally shouldn’t get her hopes up on that count.”

“How can that be?” Una asked.

“The physical evidence of rape is
nonexistent, and the state will be reluctant to get involved with a
complaint against a church.”

“A church?” Una interrupted.

“I think the system recognizes it as a
church,” Susan said.

“I could never understand,” Una said, “why
the American Government allows any organization out of the blue to
call itself a church?”

“You would be quite surprised what they
allow to be defined as a church,” Susan said. “Virtually any form
of worship of anything. They’re just quite jumpy of even opening
that box, the separation of state and church stuff.”

She looked over at Una. So far she had not
made eye-contact with me once. “Sally told me you’re originally
from Jamaica,” she continued. “You can imagine how much trouble
would be caused if they started investigating the
Rastifarians.”

“They should have been stopped right at the
beginning,” Una retorted, “now they’re armed and dangerous.”

Isaac laughed. “Una, then there would have
been no Bob Marley.”

“Mr. Marley converted after he had been
singing for some years.”

“The problem with defining religions,” Susan
said, “is that almost any set of beliefs in divinity and any claim
of connection with the Divine, is considered legitimate.”

Una rose. “Look at what they’ve done. These
are people who preach about Jesus. This will be hard, but I say,
let us stand together. I think The Family of Truth killed Rick
Edwards and he was a fine human being.”

Sally rose and hugged her. “They raped
Sally,” I said softly, “and called it the Lord’s will. Let’s help
Sally win.”

“We are proud of you both,” Stan said to
Sally and me.

“I’ll get the champagne,” Una said, “and
we’ll pop some cork.”

Several times I made an effort to talk to
Susan that afternoon. She’d no rings on her fingers and Una had
said she was single, but she avoided any remark that could be
interpreted as inappropriate; however, with her eyes, she clearly
seemed interested .

At the end of September, I saw her again at
the offices which Tappets rented in the Vanderbilt Plaza, New York
City. She announced to us the launch of the litigation against the
Family of Truth and wanted us to read it before it was made public.
I received the exact same reaction from her when I talked to her a
second time. She was good to go, but under the circumstances would
she? So I turned my mind to other things to distract me from
Sally.

Bill Stanton and I used a different strategy
for our second company-wide audit, and although it was proving to
be effective, it was going slower than we had hoped. I noticed now,
lots of management folks were getting the jitters. When we arrived
at Constant Batteries to start the second wave, we met with our
first full-blown incident. We were refused access and I marched
directly to Graham Roberts’ office. “What’s going on?” I asked
after the barest social preliminaries.

“What do you think you’re doing here?” he
retorted bluntly.

I could see he was livid and wanted to give
me a piece of his mind. I also noticed his red eyes and the way his
fingers trembled slightly. “You’re destroying the morale of the
company,” he shouted, “and poisoning the atmosphere. I have to ask
you and your team to leave.” His cold bitter eyes were filled with
resentment. “If you’re taking your lead from Bill Stanton, he has
an agenda. As for Hiroyuki, I can assure you, an embarrassment to
the Stanroids would suit Mary’s and his cause fine.”

We left and Stan had to intervene on my
behalf. The audit was delayed for a week and Bill’s auditors in the
following weeks were treated shabbily by Graham Roberts’ management
team. I met secretly with Peter Burgess and sicced him on Graham. I
needed to know more. I told Hiroyuki about it, and he didn’t
contradict me.

One day in November, when I was finishing up
the report on Mutual Real Estate, we’d done Constant Batteries,
Modal Oil, Factory-Bright, and Poss Fast-Discs so far, Isaac Lamar
visited me at Hiro’s offices. He had streaked his short wavy hair
with lighter blond areas and tanned his face so much that his
bright blue eyes almost radiated. He truly looked fit and healthy,
although small stress lines had recently appeared around his eyes.
I’d become friends with him. I was pretty sure he wasn’t attracted
to me and I had grown comfortable with his presence. Besides, Una
trusted him implicitly and that was good enough for me. Like her,
he was always willing to speak his mind on topics concerning
Tappets, no matter what the cost. I’d heard Sally had tried to
steal him from Stan, but that had proved to be futile. Stan just
laughed at her.

Sally called Isaac a workhorse, but I think
it was more than that. I believed she was developing a long-term
plan of taking over the company with me. She wanted a spy in Stan’s
office. I’d also heard Isaac’s recent partner, had been diagnosed
with the HIV virus. “Is Stan still in Italy?” I asked after I got
him comfortable with coffee in hand.

“He comes in this afternoon. I have been
asked to drop this off to you by Sally.” He handed me the files
concerning management’s salaries for the last decade. “Would you
like to come with Mary and me to the airport?” he said further.

“Should I?”

He shook his head. “It’s nothing
special.”

“I’m meeting Hiro for lunch. Does this suit
look okay?”

I wore a light-blue suit personally tailored
for me. “I don’t like the tie,” he said, “but the rest is
excellent.” I showed him several other ties and he picked out a
grey one with yellow cube-designs which somehow worked. I’d have
never put the two together in a thousand tries.

“Stan will ask me how you’re doing?” Isaac
asked. “What should I say?”

How could I ever tell Stan and Mary that it
looked like some of their oldest, most loyal people were robbing
them? Enormous sums were missing and had been missing for as long
as we had looked back, especially at Nexus Products and Constant
Batteries. They’d been reporting profits far below actual results,
but there were other discrepancies elsewhere as well. Two enormous
problems had presented themselves at exactly the same time. The
suit against The Family of Truth and the audit of Tappets. Hiro had
whispered to me that both were far more dangerous than they looked.
How he knew about the suit against The Family of Truth, I could
only imagine. Little got by him. “Tell him that our second audit is
way behind. How’s Dave doing?”

“He’s developed full-blown AIDS. He cheated
on me and I feel like kicking him out, but he’s dying and I’m not
infected. I guess I’ll be more generous than I ought to be. Tom
Robinson is playing the Palace tonight, do you want to go? There’s
a new place beside it that I want to check out afterwards. We could
have a few drinks.”

“That would be fine.”

Indeed, it was a fine night and I met many
acquaintances of Isaac’s. I wasn’t to see him again until our
company Christmas party at the Grand Hyatt Hotel in Manhattan. That
was Saturday, December 12, 1987, and it had settled into a cold
still night. They were forecasting a bad winter storm. Sally and I
both planned to stay at the hotel overnight, and before the party,
she had invited me up to her room. Her hotel room, similar to mine,
held two king size beds and an oak desk against the wall between
them. To the side, sat a small sitting-room with a large television
and two sofa-chairs. I could tell from the spotless carpets and
fine furniture that the hotel ran smoothly. I’d come to think that
one day we’d run Tappets that way. I felt I was doing well under
Hiro. I was after all working under immense pressure. Hiro thought
I was especially adept at being patient and obliging in stressful
situations. Already I’d earned a reputation as such. After a glass
of wine, I got nervous of Sally. She spoke too softly and touched
me too often. I rose to go, then suddenly she kissed me again. This
time I lost my resistance at once and soon we were under the
covers. As we made love, I found myself crying, and she cried too.
I grew alarmed, how would we ever be able to hide our love?

When we were laying in each other’s arms,
she whispered, “Tell me what you and Hiro are up too?”

“I’m swore to Hiro’s confidence,” I said,
“so, this must be kept secret until it’s official. Mom and Dad, ” I
corrected myself immediately, “Mary and Stan are being embezzled by
a group of their oldest allies. We’ve nothing solid. That’s why
we’re doing the second company-wide audit, beating the bushes, you
might say. You’ve heard Cheryl Garland has suddenly resigned for
health reasons and left the country.”, Cheryl had been the
president of Nexus and one of Mary’s closest allies, Sally nodded.
“That might explain her and a few others’ sudden departures. Not a
word to Una, Mary, or Stan about it for now. As for our litigation
against the Family, Hiro thinks it will be years in the courts and
that it’s become too dangerous. He thinks you should withdraw the
suit.” I looked her in the eyes. “So do I.”

She shrugged, indicating that she wouldn’t.
“Do you have trouble with what we are doing tonight?”

I shook my head but inside was terrified.
“Only my shame dampens my exuberance.”

“You’re spending too much time with Hiro,”
she said with a laugh and looked at her watch. “I’ve got to get
ready for the party.” She kissed me and again we made out,
exchanging our devotion, confusion, and love. I left with much
undecided, but of course, in my heart, there was no choice but the
one I’d already made. I’d a few drinks in the lounge bar and I
entered the Imperial Ballroom a half hour later a little
lightheaded. I spotted Mary and Stan up on a dais at the front of
the room talking to Ken Roxton. Crystal-chandelier-light shone
brightly down on the tables where huge vases of tall colorful
floral-arrangements adorned the dinner settings. It was incredible
and they were exquisite in themselves but sat on tables covered
with white table cloths embroidered with intricate floral
designs.

The presence of everyone in gowns and
tuxedos, the famous paintings on the wall of Angelo Vision, Mary’s
favorite American painter, and the polished hardwood floor made me
self-conscious for some reason. I sensed many people’s glances come
my way. Once Sally stepped into the room, the attention would shift
off me to her. I spotted Una and Isaac at a table to the right of
the dais and headed in that direction but Barbara Read, the
President of Tonal-Flex, intercepted me.

She wore a long cherry-red silk dress
accentuating her graceful figure. She was the youngest President at
Tappets and a protégé of Mary’s, and friend of Sally’s. She’d come
to Tappets years before from General Electric. Her short hair
emphasized her angular features, but I thought that she’d generous
soft eyes. She often did television spots for the Tappet financial
reports on PBS, or other news stations. I’d heard she had been
groomed for this by Sally. “I’d like you to meet my husband,” she
said introducing a tall man with short curly hair, who vigorously
shook my hand. I instantly liked him.

“Do you work with Tappets?” I asked.

“I’m a journalist with the Chicago Tribune.
Can I get you a drink?”

“That would be fine, a ginger ale.”

I sensed a flood of faces trying to get my
attention. I saw Donna Wader, the head of Thorp-Tools and her
husband, and nodded in their direction. I caught others at the bar
or near the piano. I saw Kyoto Takeshi, head of Tappet Tapes and
his lover, a beautiful Chinese woman who I’d seen before, but whose
name I couldn’t remember. “Look at Hiro,” Barbara said, “his suit’s
probably worth five g’s.”

“You’re not part of the fan club?”

“The Euro-Asian sections are reporting some
of the best earnings in the company,” she said. “Of course I
am.”

I laughed and her husband passed me a drink.
I watched silently as a gathering of police literally bustled up to
Mary and Stan. “I wonder what’s happened?” Barbara said softly.

“Something’s wrong,” I returned handing her
husband back my drink. “Excuse me.”

I stepped up to the dais where the podium
and speakers were located. Una sobbed uncontrollably. “What’s
wrong?” I asked Stan in alarm.

I sensed the crowd gasping in shock, but the
noise of collective surprise receded as I clued in, but a stranger
interrupted Stan’s answer: A lanky pale man in an crumply grey suit
came straight to me. “Are you Christian Tappet?” he asked me.

This question seemed to silence everybody
except Una. “Dad, what is it?” I asked, ignoring the man.

“Sally’s dead!”

The words hit so hard, that I felt nothing
at first. “That can’t be,” I said, “we just had a meeting
upstairs.”

“Excuse me,” the man interrupted again, “I
am Detective Fred Newel, NYPD Homicide.” He flashed his badge.
“Could I speak with you in private for a moment?” I looked at him
crossly. “Let me have a word with my parents.”

He stepped aside, though still within
ear-shot. “She’s been murdered,” Mary whispered and hugged me.
“She’s been shot to death. They’ve killed her, the bastards.
They’ve killed her! We should have had Peter protecting her. It’s
my fault.”

Stan put his hand on my shoulder, but his
attention drew to the homicide detective. He spoke in an angry tone
of voice which I hadn’t heard for years, if ever. “What do you
want?”

“Excuse me, Mr. Tappet,” the officer said,
“your son saw her last. We need to talk with him right away.”

Stan took a step forward so that he stood in
the detective’s personal space. “Apparently, he wasn’t the last one
to see her.” Stan quickly looked around. “Ken, I saw Sasha
somewhere. Will you go get her?” Ken sped off.

“Who is she?” Detective Newel asked.

“A company lawyer who’s done some criminal
work.”

Fred Newel rubbed his mustache and scratched
his forehead. “We don’t need her at this point.”

“Take us to our daughter!” Dad demanded.

“That’s not possible,” the detective
returned.

I looked from Stan to the detective. “You
better not wonder about me because of my meeting with Sally
tonight,” I whispered to myself, but he stared at me with what
could only be interpreted as open disdain.

Then Mary suddenly collapsed in Una’s arms
and Isaac drove us back home. We all stayed up, excepting Mary who
was sedated, crying for the most part. In the following days, for
some reason, I shrank inside with fear. No amount of telling could
account for the following hours, even days. They were horrible. The
First Law of Life for those born unlucky, especially orphans, which
in my stupidity I’d forgotten all about again, came down hard. The
night of the murder Detective Newel had indeed threatened to charge
me with Sally’s murder if I didn’t talk to them. I was prepared to
do so, but Sasha Washington convinced me at the time, she was at
the party, to wait until I had a more experienced lawyer in our
camp.

I couldn’t sleep that night and was up the
next morning, groggy and depressed, hoping the nightmare had ended,
but of course that was just the dream of a child. Hours prior to
her murder, I had committed an old, even ancient sin, and I was
afraid it would soon come out. Who would believe that it happened
just that once. The day started with never-ending phone calls, most
of condolences, but several of them were important. We received a
call from Peter saying that the investigator had found blood on
Sally’s remains which wasn’t hers, and sperm and hair samples. Una
and Mary left to make the funeral arrangements.

I realized that if they’d a sperm sample, it
would be mine and that I should tell Mary and Stan that Sally and I
had slept together that night. Stan took me down to the police
station with Sasha Washington, and other lawyers. They took hair
and blood samples from me which I willingly gave. Perhaps Stan had
used his influence to get a change of attitude. I met with this big
guy who everyone called the Fatman, or Fats, Detective Jack Cramer,
a detective with sparse thin grey hair, near baldness, labored
breath, and intelligent eyes. His view of me seemed much more
benign.

“I loved my sister,” I told him. “We already
know who killed her. It wasn’t me.”

“Who?” he said.

“The Family of Truth.”

I told him the whole story, including the
sordid deal in the room hours before the murder. He sighed when he
heard I was sleeping with Sally, and even I explained the situation
in its historical terms and that I wasn’t direct blood, his
estimation of me seemed to falter. Acting on his advice, and
ignoring both Stan and Sasha’s objections, I took two separate
polygraphs administered by two different professionals. Fats
supervised them and when they were done, gave me a smile and patted
me on the back. “Go mourn for your Sally, kid,” he whispered.
“We’ll get the bad guys.”

I didn’t miss that he’d called her my Sally,
not my sister; my instinct that day was to co-operate 100% with
Fats. I trusted him implicitly and he radiated goodness. Before I
left, I ran into Detective Newel. “Confessed, have you?” he asked
with an evil smile.

“How did a janitor get promoted to
Detective?” I returned. Dad was by my side and he gave me one of
his best frowns. Detective Newel stared me down with a look that
can only be described as pure hate. It was creepy.

On the way home, I told Stan what had
happened between Sally and I the night of her murder. Whatever his
reaction was, he completely hid it. We arrived home to thousands of
arrangements or wreaths or flower arrangements, but if it hadn’t
been for the sheer quantity, I would have missed it. I was clued
out. However, the amount was simply mind-boggling, and the phone
calls, and the house calls, never ended. Una was run off her feet,
but I cornered her in the pantry at one point and broke the news of
my indiscretion. She paled.

“This news might make you an enemy of Mary;
she’s no Stan! She forbid you one thing and you did it.”

“This isn’t the Garden of Eden,” I shot
back, “and she isn’t God!”

“This is nearly Eden and she’s almost
God.”

I went straight to my room without telling
Mary, and in my room, I watched reruns of Happy Days and The Mary
Tyler Moore Show. I was reading, The Man in the Grey Flannel Suit,
by Sloan Wilson. The book was very disturbing because I felt I was
fighting a war too and needed a woman, a partner, to survive. I
loved Sally, but I knew my situation. I needed a stunning woman to
stand beside me personally and publicly; I phoned Susan Zucker and
left a message, but my heart was heavier than lead. To be truly
free in this world seemed impossible. We were collectivists and
fascists. Being human wasn’t such a fantastic thing. So much evil
existed that living in dignity and peace appeared hopeless. Una,
Mary, and Stan’s dream of universal peace seemed like an illusion.
Unlike them, people were ignorant and did bad things. I had
disobeyed the only people that ever cared for me. What was that?
How was it possible? Are humans so brittle; so hollow at the core?
I despaired.

Sally’s funeral was a blur. I couldn’t bring
myself to look at her. Mary wouldn’t stop weeping and didn’t come
near me; I feared Una had told her and that she now secretly hated
me. I tried to start smoking several times, but I coughed and
coughed and couldn’t get used of it. The day I returned to the
offices and began working, I felt relieved, like I could breathe
again.

“We need to get back on schedule,” Hiro said
softly to me, putting me to work at once. “Soon we have to put this
thing behind us.”

Two days later, Hiro formally took over
Sally’s responsibilities inside the company and our audit began to
expand rapidly. Mary wasn’t there to stop him, and Stan gave him
operational control until she was back; Stan, Mary, and Una headed
to Jamaica.

Through December, I was questioned three
more times by police where neither Newel or Cramer were present. I
heard rumors, through Peter Burgess, that a huge debate occurred
inside the homicide team investigating Sally’s murder. It didn’t
spill over into the public but several times Peter mentioned that
mounting evidence grew against me and the only thing holding them
back from officially charging me was Fats Cramer’s objections.

On the third week of January 1988, we heard
from Sasha that Fats Cramer had been taken off the case. On
Thursday morning of the next week, at the office at Hoboken, six
weeks after Sally’s death, I was arrested, handcuffed, and after
being processed at the station, was brought to the Park Avenue
Courthouse, Courtroom Forty on the Fourth Level, Criminal Courts
Division, and granted bail. Stan must have been tipped off and
greased every palm in Manhattan. A thing I know that he hated
doing.

The next day, Graham Roberts, the President
of Constant Batteries, disappeared. I was in the study that day, an
open spacious room with a sizable library, when I was informed by
Una that my new lawyer would be coming by. It all left my head
spinning. The flame in the fireplace was at its peek and the print
of the famous painting, A Philosopher Giving that Lecture at the
Orrery, by Wright of Derby, hung above the mantel. The long
graceful curtains at each end and the specs of dust floating in the
calm sunny cool air made me weepy, but I gagged my tears.

Why was this happening to me? We’d heard
from Peter that they had fingerprints, blood, fibers, sperm, and
other evidence connecting me to Sally’s murder. When it came out
that we slept together that night, the public would be convinced
that I was a pervert, rapist and murderer. I made myself a drink to
calm my nerves and I slowly browsed through the titles in the
library as I drank it. I wondered how my father got through them
all. It sounds contrary, but this was about the time, at
twenty-eight years old, when I finally began to think of Stan as my
father. He claimed he’d read every single one of these books by the
time he was my age. Compared to the business and economic ones
which I enjoyed, the other categories seemed to always leave me
depressed, especially Russian literature. Presently, I nursed a
fictionalized biographic novel on the American astronomer, Edwin
Powell Hubble, Hubble Time, by Tom Bezzi, and was also plowing
through an edited addition of, The Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire, by Edward Gibbon. Una brought in tea sometime around two
o’clock and sat with me.

“Any word?” I asked. She shook her head. I
thought about the audit. Hiro had told me Mary and Stan had asked
him to halt it. He had taken over the day to day operations of the
company, but refused any of their demands to stop the audit.
Without it meaning to, my mind jumped to the brutal logic of the
fact that if someone had wanted to stop the audit, killing Sally
and framing me, except for Hiro’s perseverance, would certainly
have been effective. I thought of bouncing this off Una, but it
seemed too cold to talk about the whole matter that way. Instead we
sat in silence.

When Stan entered the study with a man in an
expensive silk suit, tanned, and with a trim haircut, I must say I
was taken off guard. He wore his clothes like Hiro Nakamura as
though to advertise his position in society, a thing, which like
Stan, bothered me, but he had focused eyes and absolutely exuded
confidence. I rose nervously and nodded. “This is Brad Burlington,”
Stan said.

“Christian’s lawyer,” Una added
excitedly.

“Not yet,” Brad said. “You must be Una.” He
offered his hand. “I’ve heard about you. At New York City parties
they whisper that you run Tappets?”

She laughed softly. “Let me tell you
something, Mr. Burlington,” she said, not denying it, “you should
represent Christian. The animals who killed my Sally are known to
us, as Christian will tell you.”

“I have seen the evidence against him,” he
answered, putting away his smile. “It’s very damaging, but we’ll
see what he has to say.”

“I’ve read about you too,” she said. “You
represent only those you believe in. You’ll represent Christian.
He’s innocent. Sally and Christian loved each other.”

She picked up the serving tray and left.
“I’ll be upstairs if you need me,” Stan said and also left.

I could feel the lawyer’s eyes on me. “I’m
glad that you’ve come,” I said softly when there were just the two
of us.

We sat in two firm sofa-chairs which faced
each other. “Let me tell you a few things, Christian,” he said
softly. “In my career as a past prosecutor in California, I’ve seen
that the system has a tried and true manner of filtering out the
innocent and apprehending the guilty. Uniform police form the first
judgments. In my opinion, this is, where nearly all, if any,
mistakes, are made. At this level, mistakes are sometimes made in
the spur of the moment. The pressure is on and it is kind of like
in the heat of battle. It is easier to make a mistake then, than
later, with a cooler, more staid observation. Don’t get me wrong,
their judgments are almost always right, but mistakes are made.
Afterwards, more filtering goes on by the homicide detectives who
investigate. They interview witnesses, do forensic tests, collect
data, and dig through the details. Do you see what I am
saying.”

I shook my head. I clearly saw that he was
disinclined to represent me and that I’d have to convince him of my
innocence. “Once the detectives think they have the perpetrator,”
he continued, “only then do they seek criminal options from the
district attorney’s office. Quite often, cases aren’t accepted,
mostly on the grounds of insufficient evidence. I firmly believe
that proof is the bottom line for the District Attorney’s office.
When charges come, they are, I believe, 99.9% of the times, both
proper, strong, and with no personal prejudice, then there’s a
preliminary hearing and 10% more of the cases are dismissed at this
point. I believe the case against you is exceedingly strong; I
don’t routinely take cases and work my heart out to get murderers
off, no matter how much I’m offered. The preliminary hearing will
be a walk-through for the prosecutor’s office.”

“If you only defend innocent people,” I
returned at once, “I’m doubly happy you’re here and my father’s
picked well. I didn’t think criminal lawyers like you existed. You
would defend me if you were sure of my innocence?”

“I would be much more inclined, but seeing
the file, I don’t see how you have been falsely accused. Your
father seems pretty certain that a conspiracy is behind your
charges. He feels that Sally’s ongoing litigation against The
Family of Truth is behind it.” I could feel his eyes on me, trying
to penetrate. I explained Sally and my sordid sexual history from
the first day I arrived at the mansion. “You’re willing to take a
polygraph?” he asked.

“I’ll do whatever you ask.”

“A lie detector test?” he said,
“sodium-Pentothal, hypnotism, whatever else, and in the trial, the
judge and jury can see the results, no matter what?” I nodded, not
knowing whether to be glad or angry. “I know the best
administrators in the field of these techniques,” he continued. “In
the next couple of weeks, you’ll have to be available. Is that
something you can agree to?” I nodded again. “You’ve resigned from
Tappets temporarily?” I nodded a third time. “Contact them now only
through your lawyer, which may or may not be myself and don’t
discuss the business with your parents so that we have some
distance from them in court. Is there anything else I should
know?”

“It must not have been in the file-folder my
dad prepared for you, but I’ve already been given polygraphs.”

He showed the first surprise of the
interview. I’d noticed, not even the revelation about Sally and I,
had raised his eyebrows. “How did you do?”

“They said that I passed.”

“There’s no promise that I’ll represent you
until you are safely finished with all my tests. Tell me everything
that happened that night at the Grand Hyatt.”

I explained everything from the first
contact Sally and I had with The Family of Truth to that evening,
and when I’d finished, I saw I had convinced him. For the first
time since I’d been charged, I felt I had a fighting chance.

 


Chapter Twelve




The next day, Stan, Mary, and I, traveled
together to the La Guardia Airport to pick up Peter Burgess. Dad
had been wiping his moustache and patting down his grey hair
continually while we waited. I could tell he was anxious. The
bustle at the airport was unbelievable, yet conversely there was no
press. Una had told me, I wasn’t aware of it myself, that we had
been inundated with news coverage. We missed Sally and wanted to
get the people responsible for her death, but I hadn’t read the
papers in weeks. I saw a young pretty woman selling flowers and
studied her for a moment.

“She’s not skinny enough to be in a cult,”
Mary leaned over and whispered into my ear. “I can pick them out
now.”

That was the first time Mary had said
anything to me of significance in weeks and a wave of relief washed
over me. I knew through Una, Mary had lost much weight and was
unable to sleep, and of course, I could see for myself, she was as
though struck with a fatal disease and was suffering more than
anyone at the loss of Sally. We all cried our tears, but I think
Mary cried more than all of us put together. “There’s Peter,” she
said and waved.

Peter came over and we shook hands. “Our
limousine is this way,” Dad said and pointed north. “Why were you
in South Africa? Isn’t that dangerous?”

“A personal matter. It’s fine, and it was
only two days. The authorities are really quite helpful. They’re
always trying to impress Black Americans, at least the ones who
manage to actually get through the red tape and get there.”

“I’m sure they could care less,” Mary said.
“We thought we’d take you out to lunch at Prima Fresco.”

“I’m not alone. My help has been following
each of you for twenty-four hours. I’ll let them know where we’re
going. I’m staying at the Hyatt.”

“You’ve decided to help us then?” Dad
asked.

“Never any question of that, Stan, only
when.”

“Why don’t you have your people join us?” I
suggested.

“My children eat like cannibals, especially
Josh.”

Josh was his twenty-two year old son, who I
liked.

“Isaac, did you hear that?” Stan said. The
glass barrier in the limo was down. Isaac waved from the driver’s
seat.

“Perhaps I should take them to McDonald’s
after I drop you off?” he suggested.

We laughed, except Mary.

“I half-expected Una to be driving,” Peter
said.

“She has to run both the company and the
household,” Stan said, “driving us around would be just too much
for her.” We laughed a second time, again, again except for
Mary.

“Although” I added quickly, “she would try
it and not take any money for doing it.”

“You folks are in good humor,” Peter said,
looking straight at Mary as though she belied his statement.

It was true. Since the funeral they’d been
morose, but today they seemed much better.

“We’re happy to know that you’re going to
help us out,” I offered.

On the way to Prima Fresco, Peter made a few
calls. I felt uplifted every time he snuck a glance at me. “Someone
is extremely interested in what you’re all doing,” he said. “You’re
all being followed, and have been for the whole time my people have
been tailing you.”

“The press are such scavengers,” Stan
said.

“They don’t think it’s the press, but we’ll
find out for sure.”

Mary looked him over carefully. “Who else
could it be?”

Peter was delayed answering her. The
limousine pulled up in front of a restored three storey mansion
surrounded by multiple aged-maples and with a sizeable parking lot
to its side. Stan reached for his briefcase and straightened his
suit-jacket. “I’ll park at the back,” Isaac said, “and join you in
a minute.”

We sat in the middle of the third floor of
the eatery, near an old-fashioned roaring-fireplace with a large
stone hearth. We were the only customers, but this was by design.
“You’ve taken precautions, Stan?” Peter asked, looking around.

Dad nodded. “Like I said, the press are all
over us. Their lack of civility is unmatched by anything I can
compare to it. If someone is given a press pass and a video camera,
they think they can come up and camp on your porch. It’s gone too
far.”

“You must be going through hell,” Peter
said. “I know you’re private people.”

“What bothers us most,” Stan added, “is that
our son is being tried in the press. One New York radio shock-jock
has developed this bizarre theory that Christian killed Sally so
that he could take over the Company. They’re so incompetent that it
almost seems that it is being done on purpose. They’ve no
shame.”

“In some quarters, it’s malicious,” I added,
“and they don’t even have all the bad details yet, wait until they
find out Sally and I had an incestuous affair when I was first
adopted and that the night of the murder, we slept together. I fear
to think about it.”

Isaac drew up and sat down beside me. “Tell
us how you have been, Peter?” Isaac said after we had ordered

“My family has one extra since I saw you
last.” He took out a picture of his wife and their new
daughter.

“She’s beautiful,” Isaac said. “What’s her
name?”

“Cassandra.”

Mary looked at the photo sadly and rose her
glass. “I hope she lives long and sees a good life.”

We all raised our glasses. “Give me what you
have so far,” Peter said afterward.

Stan passed him a folder from his briefcase
and Peter studied it in silence a few moments. “What we have is
considerable,” Stan said, “but not good. There’s enough evidence
against Christian that he’d have to have been an imbecile to commit
this crime in this fashion.”

“I’ve read through the preliminary
information which you sent me,” Peter said, looking up. “Already, I
can say with some certainty that someone is framing you. You think
it’s The Family of Truth?”

“You don’t?” I asked startled, having some
kind of idea how his mind worked.

“Nearly a month ago the president of Nexus
unexpectedly resigned,” he said softly.

This slant, surprised us all. “Cheryl
Garland,” Mom said, “she was with us almost since the
beginning.”

“Without warning, she has left the country,”
he said, “disappeared, and the president of Constant Batteries,
Graham Roberts, an original member of the group of six, a so-called
Stanroid, has also disappeared. Hiroyuki Nakamura launched
company-wide audits with Bill Stanton, using your son and his own
hand-selected people? What was wrong with Jack Denison’s previous
results? Christian, maybe you could shed some light on this?”

I figured whatever confidence I’d shared
with Hiro, he wouldn’t hold me to it now. Besides, Una, Mary, and
Stan, knew something lousy was up. “We found millions missing,” I
confessed. “Misappropriated funds from the Constant Batteries and
Nexus Divisions were most evident. Their disappearances are no mere
coincidence. We were honing in on Susan and Graham, but there are
others involved. It’s company-wide and they stole billions.”

“How long have you known this?” Stan asked
while Mary silently studied me with a gaze which could only be
construed as disapproval mixed with hurt.

“Not as long as Hiroyuki. It was Bill
Stanton who discovered it working under Jack. He went to Hiro out
of fear of reprisal, but now the ongoing investigation has been
expanded, but we’ve had a hell of a time pinning the guilty
parties.”

“Do you feel that someone inside our
organization has framed Christian?” Mary asked. I could tell she
was in total shock.

“Graham Roberts went missing late at night,”
Stan said, not waiting for his answer, “and a police investigation
has now begun. The details are in the folder. His car disappeared
with him. He must be on the run, but the police fear foul-play too.
Do you feel he may have killed Sally and framed Christian?”

“I don’t think he killed Sally,” Peter
answered. “An expert did it. Nothing else could count for all the
evidence against Christian, except professional assassins, but
Graham Roberts may have paid for it. If you and Mary retire, if
let’s say Christian is convicted, who’d control Tappet
Industries?”

“Hiroyuki Nakamura,” Stan answered.

“Could Mr. Nakamura raise the funds to buy
it from you?” Both Mom and Dad shook their heads. “What’s Mr.
Nakamura’s salary?” Peter asked further.

“I would have to check,” Mary said, “but I
think it grew over the two million mark in 1987. We gave him
several significant raises to keep him mollified. After all, Sally
and Christian are being groomed by him, and for that matter, Lloyd
Mills. Lloyd is ambitious, and has a great deal of power inside
Tappets too, but Hiro, after all, is truly capable of running it,
not Lloyd. Hiro has made it known to us that he would like to be
the executive president before Sally and Christian took over.”

Peter scratched his head. “How is it that
you and this brilliant Nakamura guy, don’t know about the missing
millions all these years, but Christian steps in from university
and presto?”

“Bill Stanton discovered it by chance,” I
said. “We haven’t even found enough of a paper trail to fire
anyone. It’s meticulously well hidden.”

“It isn’t always possible to give free reign
to your managers,” Mary replied, “and then on the other hand, make
them account for every penny they spend. Under the system which Una
and I devised, the books can be doctored. We’ve known that all
along. We run almost completely on the honor system. That’s why we
have performed so well in nearly all market changes, even this
depression. We’re flexible, creative, innovative and we aren’t
tight-fisted.”

“At first, Mary thought that the audits were
a bit insulting,” Stan added, “but I guess Hiro took the right
track.”

Peter refused another glass of wine from the
waiter and looked at a small notepad. “Is the court date set?”

Isaac checked his daily planner pilot. “May
16.”

“Burlington is good,” Peter said, “when can
I meet with him? The sooner the better.”

“We’ll try tomorrow,” Mary said, “if that’s
okay?”

“What does Burlington think of your theory
on the murder motive?”

“He thinks the Family of Truth is more than
capable, but we need facts in a most desperate way.”

“That’s why I’m here. We’ll investigate on
two fronts, The Family of Truth, and Cheryl Garland and Graham
Roberts. Maybe they’ll even overlap.”

Stan sighed. “They better not.”

I agreed. If they did, I’d give up my faith
in man. Already it looked like there were way more Cheryl Garland
and Graham Roberts-types, than there were Una, Mom, and Dad-types,
and far too many people like me, the neutral, the average, and the
vast majority.

About a week later, on Sunday, February 7,
while I was sequestered in the mansion, I had now started reading
the newspapers, and what they were saying about me was extremely
disturbing, Peter returned from Montevideo, Uruguay, South America.
He been hunting down Cheryl Garland. Una, Stan, Mary, and myself
were there when he visited.

“I’ve found her,” he said when we were all
together and took a drink from Una in the parlor looking defeated.
“I’m afraid to tell you that she’s dead. As you know, I received an
anonymous tip that Cheryl often professed that Uruguay was a great
place to retire. When I arrived there, I thought I’d hit a lucky
break. My taxi-driver had seen her. Can you imagine? But, you know
how she has that look of victimhood, so everybody remembered her.
One guy fleeced me for eighty dollars to find out that she lived in
Colonia. I rented a car and that night started to go from diner to
bar. Four establishments later, at ten o’clock, I hit some luck. A
little plump native man studied the picture with great interest. I
thought I was going to get fleeced again, but he told me to go to
the police. I inquired at the police station and an officer told me
that a North American female, going by the name of Cheryl Locke,
had been the victim of a violent house robbery. She’d been
discovered dead with a body full of bullets by her housekeeper.
They gave me her address and I double-checked with neighbors, who
identified her. It was Cheryl Garland.

“I’ve become convinced that Christian has
been set up, but two clear choices still exist. They both seemed to
involve conspiracies. Someone killed Sally to halt the audit at
Tappets or to stop the litigation against The Family of Truth. I
must tell you that I hate conspiracy theories, but if either one is
true, they have certainly been effective: The litigation has been
stopped, and although the audit continues, it is less likely to be
finished than before. Moreover, there seems no proof of any
perpetrator but Christian. This tells us two things: They likely
killed Graham and the murderer or murderers of Sally are quickly
tying up whatever remaining loose ends exist.” He took a long
swallow of his drink. “Josh, my son, is hunting down Graham
Roberts. He has talked to a call-girl and he thinks that she’s the
last one to see him before he disappeared.”

“Mr. Burlington has lost our delay tactic,”
I said, suddenly depressed. “The trial’s date is still set for May.
It’s like the world has rose up against us.”

“Don’t get down, son,” Stan said. “There are
better days ahead. Peter will find who’s behind this.”

But I didn’t have Stan’s faith in life. I
was very aware of The First Law of Life for orphans and those born
unlucky. Twice that week, I cried myself to sleep and I became
depressed and tried my best to hide it. Only Una was aware of how
sad I was, but told me I was still better than Mary, who said that
she was so depressed that it frightened her. Part of my weakness
was caused because of my involvement with Sally. If you build your
strength on something that you have to hide, it zaps your strong
points, (and I didn’t have that many to begin with). Most men with
a foundation who can stand up to the world have either a strong
woman behind them or had a dad like Stan. My wounds had come before
I’d been placed into Stan’s hands, and then, since that time, I’d
managed to wound myself several times more.

At the turn of March, I sat alone in bed
reading, Sun and Steel, by Yukio Mishima, a book Hiroyuki had given
me. I had heard that Mishima had once said, ‘A line of poetry
signed with a splash of blood; that’s my life.’ The very thought
gave me an irrational window into the world of revenge, but modern
life was tricky enough without venturing too far away from Stan’s
relentless calm. On the walls, hung pictures of my family including
Una, and two enormous prints: One of an aerial shot of Musée du
Louvre on the Seine River in Paris, France, and the other of a
famous seventeenth century painting by Claude Lorrains, Harbor at
Sunset.

They’d replaced the Beatle’s posters. The
mansion’s wealthy surroundings contrasted with my former life as an
orphan. They meshed and blended in my nightmares while I slept,
rectangular sections of naked female bodies were inserted with
Lloyd’s thin taut preteen body, like in Cubism. When I awoke in the
mornings to find my name in the headlines of the New York City
papers, the nightmare became real. I couldn’t recall who I was
suppose to be and why I kept living, morose thoughts had often
plagued me in recent weeks, but they were becoming more
frequent.

Una came into the room that afternoon with
some surprising news. “Miss Susan Zucker is here to see you,” she
said.

“Delay her, Una,” I said in a rush and
jumped out of bed, “so I can clean up and shave.”

“She’s a pretty thing, but don’t hurry; I’ll
fix her something.”

Ten minutes later, I came down and found Una
and Susan talking over a hot dish in the kitchen. I could see that
Susan had impressed Una once again and looked like she was enjoying
herself. I felt relieved. For some reason upon seeing me, she
blushed. Her long blond hair fell well below her shoulders. Her
bright blue eyes shone and she was as glamorous as ever. “What has
she made you?” I asked.

“Ham-pancake-chili something.”

“It’s a soufflé,” Una said.

We all tasted it and agreed it was
delicious. “Would you like to go out?” I said to Susan when I’d a
chance. “I’m going nuts cooped up here.”

“Could we talk in private?” she said. “I
can’t stay that long.”

I realized my disappointment had jumped to
my eyes, but I couldn’t help myself. Why had she come if she wasn’t
interested in me? “Will you have something to drink?”

“Tea would be great.” I hadn’t meant that
kind of drink, either, and she knew it. We left the kitchen and
walked the corridors of the mansion, sitting on a love-seat before
an unlit fireplace in the study. Nervous, her movements seemed
rehearsed, as though she had come for a reason she couldn’t plainly
state. This bugged me more than it should have. Something about her
bothered me, as though she thought I might have actually killed
Sally.

“You’ve heard about the murder charges,” I
said. “Do you think I’ve flipped out and killed my sister? I hope
you’ve not come here because you feel sorry for me.”

She half-frowned. “I read the papers,” she
said. “I thought you might be able to use a friend, but you’re just
being rude.”

I reached over and tried to kiss her, but
she turned away. “I became overwhelmed with the death of my
sister,” I said softly, becoming sexually excited and overly
aggressive. It pushed me on as I spoke, “And it’s been confusing.
Strong evidence has been collected against me and it came
immediately to light. You may find this hard to believe, but I’ve
many friends and supporters who believe in my innocence, who
believe the Family of Truth is behind it. Now that you’re here, now
that I see you in the flesh, it’s not just friendship which leaps
to mind.” I tried to kiss her again, but she wouldn’t let her lips
touch mine. She frowned, yet didn’t rise and leave either. It was
nerve-wracking. “I’ve shocked you with my bluntness,” I whispered.
“I’m so lonely that I feel like being deliberately indelicate.
You’re lovely and I’m doing badly. I need you to stay with me the
afternoon and to make love, and I’m not even sorry that I have to
beg for it.”

“You’re fighting for your life and you are
worried about sex.”

Surprisingly, in my own mind, sex was the
furthest thing from what I wanted from her, but of course it
involved sex. She rose. I was bewildered yet still aggressive. My
inner voice was pleading from anything but a reasonable position.
“What are you talking about?” I asked angrily.

“My Grandfather always said, ‘All you can
expect from a pig is a grunt.’”

“Why did you come?” I hissed. “My sister and
I were close. I’d never dream of hurting her anymore than you would
hurt a member of your family, and moreover, that particular night,
we were closer than we’ve ever been. The Family of Truth murdered
Sally and you know it. Sally and I had heard of the Hostility
Branch from Rick Edwards, who they killed also.” I again tried for
a kiss which she deftly refused. “I need you,” I said, “you’re
strong. I saw it from the first time I laid eyes on you. Don’t you
want to be with me?”

“I would like to sleep with you,” she said,
“but not for a while.”

I seized her and kissed her until she kissed
me back. It took all my self-control not to push her to the
hardwood floor and take her there by force. I was so excited that
it hurt. I pulled her into my room and locked the door. When I had
her under covers, I lost control. Touching her naked body in the
flesh evoked an immediate reaction. This appeared to turn her on
and she got into it. I’d always hoped she would like me this way. I
strongly suspected that she did.

Twenty seconds later, we achieved complete
total rapture together. It was exquisite. I felt I could breathe
again and there were tears streaming from my eyes. I didn’t let her
go until midnight when I snuck her out of the house, begging her to
phone me the next day which she did. I’d have had her back at once.
I must admit, I loved her already, but several days later, late in
the evening, Hiroyuki Nakamura was killed in a hit and run outside
of The Carewell Complex. It threw Tappets into a crisis and hit me
hard. On a personal level, it was depressing. I’d loved the old
man. On a business level, he was going to help me make my mark at
Tappets, now I sensed I was to go down. Everything at Tappets was
turning against me. Mary and Stan made Lloyd Mills the interim
operational executive, and at once, he stopped all investigations
into the Tappet embezzlement conspiracy. I continued to talk to
Susan on a daily basis. She came to Hiro’s funeral with me, as did
Peter.

“Do you think Hiroyuki Nakamura was
murdered,” I asked him the afternoon of the funeral when we’d a
moment alone.

“We’re looking at all the possibilities,” he
answered. “Tell me about Lloyd,” he said and I proceeded to tell
him the whole story, leaving out only the parts that were
embarrassing to me.

Although I didn’t see Peter until over a
month later, I talked to him every second day or so.

On April 11, he asked me to join him for an
interview with Lloyd at the Vanderbilt Plaza. What this would lead
to, I’d no clue.

“Mr. Burgess and Christian Tappet are here,”
Carla said in a pleasant soft voice into her desk phone when we
arrived. She was Hiro’s former secretary. “He’ll just be a few
minutes. He’s so busy. Can I get you a coffee?”

We both nodded. “Did you know Sally Tappet
well?” Peter asked her.

“Sally and Lloyd were on friendly terms,”
she said after a moment of thought. “He’s been quite upset.” The
receiver beeped. “You may go ahead,” she said further. “Good luck
to you Mr. Burgess in helping Christian, we all know that he’s
innocent.”

This almost made me teary eyed. Lloyd sat at
his desk writing intensely and didn’t rise, but looked up quickly.
“Hello, gents. Make yourselves at home.”

On the walls were two enormous paintings,
one of The Watchman, a rock formation in Zion National Park, Utah,
and the other on the opposite wall, The Calling, of a covered
bridge in Philippi, West Virginia, near the site of the first
skirmish in the Civil War. I knew this because Hiro collected early
American paintings and talked to me at length about them. He was
more American than almost anyone I had ever met. At length, Lloyd
rose and stretched.

“Helen got you coffee, good. I’m at your
complete disposal for a few minutes.” I noticed that his eyes had
become more sunken and it was perhaps from overwork, although he
didn’t give me the impression of being overtired, but he was as
lean as ever.


“How can I help Christian?” he asked.

“Confess to the murder,” Peter said
sarcastically.

I laughed, but saw that neither Peter nor
Lloyd even smiled.

“You didn’t come here to simply rattle my
cage?” Lloyd asked.

Peter shrugged and I realized that was
exactly why he’d come. Lloyd had guessed it right off. “I’d an
intriguing interview with one of your old buddies the other day,”
Peter said. “Seems that you’ve believed for a long time that you
were going to run Tappets one day when Mary and Stan retired. Maybe
that’s enough motivation to do something to bring it about.”

I felt myself sitting up on the edge of my
seat. Lloyd gave a half-frown, looked at me, and sat back to calm
himself. “Mary and Stan know that my friendship is beyond question.
I loved their daughter and lots of people say things they shouldn’t
when they’re drunk.”

“I think you’re behind Sally’s death.”

“What?” I said.

With his eyes, Peter indicated for me to be
quiet. “Who’s going to believe that?” Lloyd said. “Look at
Christian’s reaction.”

“People believe that corporate America is
filled with avaricious businessmen,” Peter said. “It might be easy
to convince them that you were involved with a conspiracy to commit
murder to gain control of a large conglomerate. In a recent poll, a
majority of Americans believed predatory overpaid executives
controlled the markets and that they were greedy and corrupt. I’ve
tracked down Graham Roberts. He revealed that you were involved
with him and Cheryl Garland, and others, to embezzle millions out
of Tappets.”

This was a complete surprise to me. I’d
assumed Graham Roberts was dead. Lloyd rose out of his chair, his
hands gripping the edge of his desk, and his eyes filled with
anger. “Get out!” he shouted.

We rose. “I know that you’re involved with
this case,” Peter said flatly, further inflaming him. “You want
Tappets and will do anything to get it. I know you’re guilty and
I’ll get you.”

“If Graham said that of me, then he’s a damn
liar,” Lloyd said, still shouting. “I’d never steal from the
Tappets and I certainly never have hurt Sally. I loved her.”

“If you’re innocent, then you won’t refuse a
polygraph, that way, I can take you off my suspicious list?” He
nodded. “When?”

“If you want, I’ll do it today.”

We left The Vanderbilt. I was mystified and
strolled a block before I could say anything. “Do you really think
Lloyd had something to do with this?”

“He agreed to a polygraph and that surprised
the hell out of me.” It was the first beautiful spring day in New
York City and while we walked on the busy streets, I tried to
remember my former feelings of spring fever. It was disturbing that
I couldn’t. “I do know for sure that Lloyd has people following you
and your family,” Peter continued at length. “The first thing is to
get the polygraph done. If he passes the test, then I’ll have to
search other avenues, especially The Family of Truth alternative,
but that will be difficult, better if it was Lloyd.” He shook his
head. “Something is missing,” he said softly as though to himself.
“What is it?”

We stopped at a street vendor and bought a
cold drink. I purchased a copy of The Times. The headline read,
‘Iran-Contra. A High Pentagon source states that the Contras
benefited from funds diverted from payments made for secret arms
sales to Iran by the CIA and the Reagan Administration.’

Peter’s cellular phone rang when we came
within sight of his car. “Damn, this keeps getting worse,” he said,
looking at me after he rang off. “Strange as it sounds, they’ve
just pulled Graham Roberts’ car out of the drink and he’s in the
trunk.”

Two confirmed deaths. More and more, it
looked like someone from Tappets was behind it, and not The Family
of Truth after all. I saw Graham’s body that day. It was remarkably
preserved. He had always looked bloated, and that day he was
bursting at the seams.

In the early morning of Friday, April 17, I
flew Peter to Denver, Colorado to meet Anna Chapati, the former
Love Israel. She was the one who’d had the Marilyn Monroe type body
and who let Andy cop a feel that July day all those years ago.

We met at eleven o’clock in a Just Desserts
on Coles Street. She stood a full foot shorter than Peter. She was
still voluptuous, perhaps ten pounds heavier, but now sported a
dark tan. Her eyes were focused and her smile more natural. Inside
the coffee-shop it smelled of freshly-baked donuts and had few
customers inside, but on the patio it was busy. It had become a
warm sunny spring day and the sunlight hit directly along the east
side of the street. Fifty feet down, store windows glared in the
sunlight and the sidewalk collected rivulets from dripping air
conditioners.

“I’ve met you before,” Peter said after we
had re-introduced each other, “the day that I encountered The
Family of Truth selling flowers from the bus.” This seemed to
puzzle her. “Can I record this conversation?” Peter asked. She
nodded and he brought out a small pocket recorder. “State what your
name was inside the cult, I mean, church?”

“You can call it that, that’s what I call
it,” Anna remarked.

“Is Divine Love still in the cult?” Peter
asked, referring to the tall pretty blond girl who had been one of
the original bus-people.

“She has been Love Moses’ mistress since
1985. Inside the cult, we were married to whomever they said. All
marriages were consummated with alcohol and drugs, I think, but who
can really say? Mine were, but I think they changed the rules as
they went. I’ve heard that the old man, David Moses, is nuts.”

“When I talked to Susan Zucker,” Peter
continued, “she thought you could help Christian.”

“The elders who Sally Tappet accused of rape
were married to me at one time or another, and all spoke to me,
separately, or together, about the incident; I think that was the
first time those five elders, the ones named in Sally Tappets
litigation, ever use force for sex and it was a turn on for
them.”

If Peter was startled, he didn’t show it,
but I couldn’t keep the shock off my face. “All five of them?” I
asked.

“They often had gang sex with me. Also
later, but before I left, they became part of a military unit for
the family. This included Thought Jacob. He was a distant aloof
elder, the head elder of Denver; Holy Truth, a timid heavy-set
elder; Goodness Tranquility, a big burly enforcer, a man who had
enjoyed his work; and Grave Revelation, the one who ordered the
branch created, a creepy guy. Then there was a rake-thin quiet guy
who was the assistant to Moses Truth, Ezekiel Observance. He has
since become the Over-Elder in America. The Denver Elders became
Warriors for the Lord, and they changed their names. Swift
Retribution, the leader, for instance, was formerly Thought
Jacob.”

Peter reached for his file. “Grave
Revelation, one of the rapists, ordered the creation of the
Hostility Branch and he’s still alive as far as you know?”

“You see the other litigates?” she said. “As
I said, Thought Jacob is Swift Retribution, Holy Truth is Silent
Righteousness, Grave Revelation is Blood Justice and Goodness
Tranquility, the hateful enforcer, is Proud Punishment. They all
belong to the Hostility Branch.”

The little table between us became cluttered
with paper and coffee cups. “My son works for our agency,” Peter
said, “and he gave me something on the Hostility Branch, just hold
on.” Peter found a sheet with a dozen names on it, studied it, and
passed it to her.

“They’re all here,” she said at length.

“If only we had their birth names,” Peter
asked.

“I can tell you how to get that,” she said.
“The Family of Truth shares a building with a company called the
Zortichii Group. They keep track of everybody in the family from a
filing system using the birth-names. It’s a secret place but I know
of it because Divine Love often worked there and told me about it.
She’d been a filing-secretary before she joined the family.”

He scribbled the name on one of the
file-folders and rose, putting away his papers. “We’ll be in touch
in a couple of days.” She nodded.

“Can I help you out for this?” I asked.

She winked at me. “I just want to help you.
I know that you’re a good person. They raped your sister, and I
think they killed her too.”

I reached over and hugged her, then we
left.

In the next month, I flew Peter, his
partner, or his children, whenever, wherever they wanted to go, but
I could sense their growing frustration. Susan came by for a dinner
invitation one Sunday evening. Mary and Stan liked the idea that I
was dating Sally’s former lawyer. We hadn’t told Susan yet about
the worst of it, that is, Sally and my affair. Una told me she was
the one, and I believed Una, but to what purpose? When she found
out about Sally and I, she’d fly. Besides, I was becoming afraid I
was going to jail, and for a long time. In all the hearings, the
inevitable horrible date finally drew near, and on Monday, May 16,
I found myself arriving at the Park Avenue Courthouse to begin the
trial.

 


Chapter Thirteen




The day was wet and waiting crowds seemed
dull with their long grey coats and black umbrellas. The limousine
approached slowly, pushing through a cluster of heavy traffic and
crowds of reporters and onlookers. I saw that the faces hated me,
and in turn, I felt ashamed. To be the center of a murder
investigation was horrible enough, yet the real horror was that I
probably wouldn’t be found guilty of murder for killing Sally, but
for sleeping with her. Confusion and pushing began as we stepped
out. Una, Mary, and Stan were with me. Isaac had driven us. The
police were there to help, but this didn’t deter the cameras and
microphones being aggressively shoved into our faces.

“You be good now,” Una shouted at them, but
they shouted right back.

“Tell us Mr. Tappet, what do you think of
bail being set at two million dollars?” “Is it true that you’ve
passed three police polygraphs?” “Can you confirm that a senior
homicide detective has become a hostile witness?” “Is the story in
the Times about a conspiracy theory true?” “Is this how Burlington
is going to defend you?”

Stan pulled me quickly toward the front
doors, and the flock of journalists followed. Stan half-pulled me
through the throng. Some at the back screamed their questions and
pushed to get to the front. “How low a level of self-esteem do you
need to do that?” Stan whispered once we were inside.

“They’re like newly hatched chicks
screeching for worms,” Una added.

One of Brad Burlington’s understudies was
waiting for me on the fourth floor and whisked me away. I remember
waving to my parents. I was pathetic, but my heart was aching. I
walked with the bailiff and the understudy into Room Forty. “Learn
to be calm,” Brad said from the defense table when he saw me, then
he hugged me. “This is a long process.”

I snuck a peak at the crowd and took my seat
between Brad and his co-defense lawyer, Jerry Becker who stood
nearly as tall as Brad. He wasn’t as tanned or relaxed as Brad, and
furthermore his clean-shaven narrow face, crowned with a short
thick crew cut, made him seem almost too young. He looked unhappy
about something as well, but squeezed my arm when I sat. I sensed
everyone’s attention. The courtroom was packed. I closed my eyes
and tried to keep the feeling of panic from overpowering me.

At eight a.m., the judge, Phil Anderson, an
older slight, perhaps even frail-looking black man, entered the
courtroom. To me, he weighed no more than one hundred and forty
pounds and had grey hair and brown focused eyes. Everyone rose and
he sat in his bench, looking at me with what I took to be
sympathy.

“Criminal action 8753 - 07,” he said softly.
“The United States of America versus Christian Donald Briner Tappet
is on the docket. I have ruled in all the motions except two and
we’ll face these two as they arise. Mr. Burch, are you ready?”

Denzil Burch rose from his seat, a heavy-set
fifty-year-old man with blue eyes. Under normal circumstance, with
his grey hair and his light-blue suit, he would have seemed a
decent-looking sort to me, but right now he appeared evil, and
looked over at me with disdain so that I shuddered. “Your honor,
Keith McCormick will be assisting me.” Keith, like his boss weighed
over two hundred pounds, but was much plainer looking. It was like
the fat attorneys against the thin ones. I turned around to look at
Mary and Stan, and one row back, I saw Susan. She threw me a
kiss.

“Bring in the jury,” the judge
announced.

“What happened to our motions?” I whispered
to Brad.

“The judge won’t hear any more from either
side,” he whispered. “He told us beforehand to stop bellyaching and
that he’d rule on any other motions as the trial progresses.”

“Good Morning,” Mr. Burch said to the jury
once they were assembled and the judge had instructed them. He rose
and glanced down one last time at his notes. “I see that you’ve
been provided with pictures. This is a typical room at The
Manhattan Grand Hyatt such as the one in which the murder of Sally
Tappet took place.” He stepped out from in front of his table, but
it was an awkward maneuver. “You were also given by Keith
McCormick, a succinct corporate portfolio of the Tappet Industrial
structure. Christian is a student of Princeton University and had
very successful years there. He has the means, the connections, the
brains and the desire to take over this massive industrial giant
from his parents.”

He stepped back to his desk to glance at his
notes again. I could see he understood what Brad called the theater
of the courtroom. “The night that Christian murdered Sally Tappet,
Mary and Stan Tappet were going to announce their retirement. We’ll
show that he knew this. Christian is an adopted child, Sally
wasn’t. This is important to keep in mind. We’ll show one of
Christian’s deepest fears: The loss of his inheritance. We’ll
explain later why he had developed this fear and why it became a
legitimate one.”

It was such a fabrication, I could hardly
believe my ears. I felt like jumping up and saying so. Again he
stepped from his desk as if to approach the jurors. “The Tappet
organization is resoundingly successful. It has factories and
production plants in over forty states and twelve countries. Every
single location, margins out pretty nicely, to quote the former
operational vice president of Tappet Industries, Hiroyuki Nakamura.
You of the jury have heard the story of Cain and Abel. This then
will be another version on this age-old theme.

“Everybody realizes that inheritances of
large corporations go bust when the siblings begin a public fight
for control of a family fortune after the death of its founders, or
in this case, retirement, you’d be surprised at how common this is.
What happens is that the lawyers, the shareholders, and the
executives get the bulk of the spoils when such a fight occurs.
We’ll show you that Christian knew this and also planned to be the
richest man on earth by the time he became forty.”

Brad shot to his feet. “Your honor, my
client had no such designs. He thinks the pursuit of money for its
own sake is morally incorrect. The press have convicted my client
in the papers. Maybe Mr. Burch thinks we should just dispense with
this procedure?”

 


This evoked a smattering of laughter. “Mr.
Burlington, stop being dramatic,” the judge returned in a cranky
manner. “Mr. Burch, do you have any proof for this remark?”

He nodded. “But I will withdraw it, your
honor, for now.”

“Good” the judge said. “Strike the
remark.”

“We’ll show that Christian Tappet,” Mr.
Burch said, turning back to the jury, “took his pent up rage, and
with detached chilling determination, raped and murdered his
sister. We’ll demonstrate that he had his sister’s blood on the
jacket he wore, and also that his fingerprints were found on the
murder weapon, even though an obvious attempt to wipe them away had
been made. We’ll hear from friends and relatives of the Tappets.
They’ll give testimony of Christian’s history with alcohol and
drugs which will mount up and lead to the only possible
conclusion.” He dramatically held up a piece of paper. “We’ll show
you items like this poem by Sally Tappet in her own hand just
before she was murdered. We can debate its finer points, but I want
to read some of it to you.” He came over and passed our table a
sheet. I quickly read it over,

 


The horns of the dark demon split our
genes,

And with the sound of beating wings to our
backs,

Beauty would gladly unite us with
has-beens,

Long-forgotten before we burned our
tracks.

 


No sorrow in public places,

Can wise-faces borrow, tomorrow, to gain
today:

The young die of the strangest cases,

And the old sweet-tooth, often, no decay.

 


The answer is harder than the query,

The quarry is snared in nets;

Many a being escapes not the least leery.

Learning most, while the sun never sets.

 


At night, logic is betrayed by the spark:

The loins lunge like lions at sheered
sheep,

‘Come where our stark dreams seek the
dark.’

How many stay in and learn the wisdom of
sleep?

 


Keep the history of religion as a private
thing,

Only the elitists know that all is
harrow.

Mass education is a harvest for the king,

And the fields worth learning are now left to
furrow.

 


Consider our time or the ambivalence of
comments:

‘No one commits to God in the fear that dusk
is ferried,

From break of day, and drastically reduced to
rare moments,

Late at night, where the believers are
harried.’

 


The leisurely loneliness of the pickled poet,
prays,

‘Refract the renowned Greek reason.’

The sunlit lake in spring, sings, as it
lays,

‘Even sovereign force submits to its own
season.’

 


Currency is as sleepless as a forever yawning
century,

Which mopes about like death waiting down the
hall;

Money in a church is like poppies in a
penitentiary.

The flowers of ascendancy are behind the
cemetery wall.

 


The recurring threat of a perpetual wet
dream,

Has all but stained the philosopher’s
pants:

Niches and locks, in their thoughts, would
seem,

Images at once, silent without marks and
cants.

 


I shift finally closer to Christian’s flesh,
and all his lies.

The deed to succeed is confused with
force;

I strike a match looking into his eyes,

Only to find his desires are coarse.

 


My nighty is crumpled with his kisses,

The bed sheets are stained with his data,

Compromising loves are the most strained of
wishes,

The body is a trespasser in a swift
regatta.

 


So much has changed. When I was a young
girl

I knew what I felt. Nothing was
understood.

Now there is conspiracy. Now there is a
counter-world.

I do not feel any faith. Pain is my
livelihood.

 


When I stop thinking of the cult, the usual
images arise:

The cottage late Saturday, and the dishes in
a heap,

Christian’s familiar touch in the dawn, the
burning sighs,

And the lonely horizontal lake, swaying us
both back to sleep.

 


Denzil read the last four stanzas aloud. I
could feel as though my soul was melting into my chair. “My God,” I
said to myself. More shame than I had ever felt washed over me.
Again Denzil strode to his table and held up a file-folder.

“The state will verify Christian’s sperm
inside of his sister’s body just as her blood lay on his
suit-jacket,” he said loudly, dramatically. “The same one we found
in the room. The DNA evidence against him is overwhelming.” He put
down the file-folder and sighed. “We’ll call Andy Arckon forward.
He’s practically family to the Tappets, the next door neighbor,
Sally and Christian’s best friend, but he will confirm the
long-standing rivalry between the two siblings and the
dysfunctional tumult of this family.”

He stepped over toward the defense table and
pointed to me, and then over to Mary and Stan. “A family so
disorganized that a housekeeper, who has raised both the children,
makes all the major decisions of the Tappet empire.”

I rose out of my seat, trembling and flush,
but before I could say anything, Brad grabbed my arm and forced me
to sit. Denzil gave me a quick smile and turned to face the jurors.
How he found Sally’s poem and how my blood got onto her body and
clothes was more than confusing, it was frightening; I’d long
thought about it, but couldn’t offer any reasonable
explanation.

He cleared his throat and looked over.
“You’ll come to understand that this man and Sally Tappet were
bitter enemies, hatred is not too strong a word to use. Their
distorted incestuous relationship was a powder keg, so enemies,
yes, yet drawn sexually to one another in a perverse obscene way.
The state will simply make it as easy as any jury has ever had it
in a murder trial to render a guilty verdict.” I began to weep.
Denzil pointed at me. “He murdered his stepsister and main
competitor to the Tappets’ empire,” he continued. “In the clear
light of the evidence we’ll present, you will wholeheartedly
agree.”

I was holding Brad’s arm so tight that he
was wincing in pain. I don’t think that Brad’s opening remarks, dug
us out of the pit Denzil Burch had put us in. In bed that night, I
cried myself to sleep. As the first few days passed by, I soon
learned that there were regular faces in the courtroom who weren’t
with the press or any interested party, but just wanted to see the
city’s best soap opera: a New York City trial with high-paid
lawyers and a wealthy beautiful young victim and a seemingly
greedy, ill-bred, incestuous adopted defendant. However, as the
days wore on, even when a star-witness, expert-witness, or attorney
took the stand, most of the testimony was technical and boring.
Sometimes I was lulled into sleep, because I wasn’t sleeping that
well at night.

On Wednesday, May 18 at Josh Burgess’
apartment at 214 Vermont Mall, while Josh reviewed Tappet’s audit
results and other documents made available to him by Stan and Mary,
as he had been doing for days, a tremendous explosion ripped
through the night and lit up the sky outside his window. It was
such a great detonation, Dad told me, that his front windows blew
out. His car had been blown to smithereens. The next day, at nine
o’clock in the morning, we were informed by courier that
Burgess-Veld Investigative Agency had severed its association with
Tappets and the murder investigation.

I felt betrayed, and also, I was in
disbelief. I had gotten to know Peter so well, and even Ashe and
Josh, I just couldn’t buy it. It felt like treachery, but Stan and
Mary took it relatively well, as did Brad. That should have told me
something, but as always, I judged it emotionally rather than
rationally. Instead, to me, it was as if everyone had been bit with
the idea that after all, even if innocent, my defeat was
inevitable, that The First Law of Life was more powerful that any
of the forces of goodness.

Ashe was sent to Houston Texas on another
case. Josh left for Florida to trail a banker. Peter had packed up
his wife and the new born daughter, and left immediately to
Jamaica. Ray Veld and his son, Marshal, began working on a case out
of town. They even closed the agency’s office in New York City, and
so, as the trial dragged on, I lost track of time and closed my
mind to hope. After all the technical witnesses had been called,
the police testimony followed.

Days later Denzil Burch called Andy to the
stand, and at once, it erupted into practically a donnybrook. Andy
was resistant to Denzil’s questioning. When it was over, Brad
leaned to me and whispered, “That backfired.”

I was proud of Andy, but by in large, the
evidence mounted against me. On May 25, Anna Chapati, the former
Love Israel, the one who’d had the Marilyn Monroe type body, who
was going to testify, went missing. A witness saw her being
kidnapped by men wearing ski-masks who pulled her into a van parked
on Sedgewick Street, Lakewood, Colorado. I was horrified. In my
heart, I knew that they’d killed her. It was The Family of Truth.
If they had the nerve to kill Sally, then why not Anna?

On Wednesday June 1, Fats Cramer took the
stand. All our hopes were resting on him. He sat as a rather
attractive witness, and clearly at ease in the court room. I
watched as Brad gave his notes one last glance. I knew he was
nervous, but he hid it well. He rose and scanned the jurors in a
friendly manner. He laid his left hand on my shoulder. I took a
deep breath and calmed myself, but I knew that I couldn’t get the
grim look out of my eyes. With the sudden disappearance of Anna
Chapati and the back to back bad days at the trial, it was just too
hard.

“Detective Cramer,” Brad said, “you were the
homicide officer with the most experience on the case of Sally
Tappet’s murder?”

“Yes.”

The stocky Denzil Burch slid out of his
seat. “Your honor, may counsel approach?” he said in a loud
plaintive voice.

Judge Phil Anderson was often impatient,
especially with our side. He nodded and both Brad and Denzil
stepped up. After some whispering, the jurors were excused. “Your
honor,” Denzil said in open court, “our friend Brad, through the
whole trial, has been trying to bring up the lie-detector tests. We
are aware of why Detective Cramer came as a defense witness. We
strongly object to this tactic.”

“Your honor,” Brad countered loudly,
“Christian Tappet has taken three tests and passed them all. Are we
going to bury him without a chance to offer an explanation of what
we think happened? The prosecutor’s office is always arguing the
validity of the polygraph tests. They can’t have it both ways. Our
whole defense is that Christian has been set up: This has been our
intention from the beginning and there is no surprise here. Fats
Cramer is an experienced officer who worked the case and who agrees
that the scenario we are describing is a real possibility.”

The judge looked at both lawyers and spoke
in a very soft voice. “I’m sorry Denzil, I’m going to refuse
you.”

Both lawyers returned to their tables and
the court took a break. When we adjourned, Brad then stepped up to
near the witness stand. “Detective Cramer,” he said, “were you on
the homicide investigation of Sally Tappet’s murder for the
procedures from the beginning?”

“Detective Fred Newel and myself. I worked
the crime scene.”

“You thought that the accusation by the
Tappet family that Christian had been framed for Sally’s murder by
someone, held warrant?”

“There were two reasons for this. His
polygraph tests were complete–”

“Your honor, objection.” Denzil said as he
rose out of his seat, his voice booming with authority. “This is
simply not admissible and they both know it.”

“Sustained. Strike the word polygraph from
the record. The witness is advised to use the word, ‘tests’ in his
testimony.”

Brad had gotten the word in. I knew that was
his purpose. “His tests were easy passes?

“Furthermore, the evidence is what I called,
Too warm.”

“You honor, objection,” Denzil said. “This
isn’t only improper and inadmissible, it is just downright
opinionated.”

“Sustained,” the judge said, “the witness
must restate his answer.”

“Sometimes Mr. Burlington,” Fats said, “the
evidence is so good that it immediately leads to a suspect.”

“Too good to be true, you mean?”

“Your Honor, objection,” Denzil said.

“Can’t you shut the hell up,” I said under
my breath.

Brad turned and looked over at me as though
he had heard it. “I withdraw the question,” he said. “Detective
Cramer, you were also aware that there were two related murders of
Tappet executives, branch presidents in fact?”

“Your Honor, objection! There’s no proof
whatsoever that these two deaths are related to the murder of Sally
Tappet.”

“I withdraw the question,” he said.
“Detective Cramer you were also aware that The Family of Truth had
responded to Sally Tappet’s suit against them with open
threats?”

“Your Honor, objection.”

“I withdraw. Detective Cramer you were aware
that the operational executive of Tappets, Hiroyuki Nakamura was a
victim of a suspicious hit and run on March 6 this year which
killed him?”

“Your honor. This was ruled an accident by
NYPD Traffic.”

“I withdraw. Were you aware that one of the
defense’s key witnesses, a former member of The Family of Truth,
Anna Benjamin, has been reported by reliable witnesses to have been
abducted just days ago?”

“Your honor,” Denzil said, “there’s no proof
of that.”

I knew Brad was goading him, trying to make
the prosecutor look unfair so that the jury would be more
sympathetic to us. It certainly seemed to be working. “I withdraw,”
Brad said. “Would you say that you protested the fact that no one
would investigate the Tappet family’s claim of a murder conspiracy
by The Family of Truth?”

“Your Honor,” Denzil said and rose again. “I
strongly object to this line of questioning. Mr. Burlington knows
that the families of the defense can make this kind of claim,
especially in a capital case. Sometimes there are misguided police
officers, who aren’t seeing the big picture.”

Brad turned sharply to the prosecutor’s
table. “Mr. Burch, do you mean by, ‘the big picture,’ the police
budget or Detective Cramer’s future. Are you threatening him?”

“I mean no such thing.”

“Gentlemen,” the judge said, “I warned you
about this.”

“Detective Cramer,” Brad continued, turning
back, “what happened when you made your objection to the District
Attorney?”

Fats rubbed his chin. “He overruled it,” he
said softly.

After a smattering of laughter, Brad walked
to the defense table and glanced at his notes. “Is it true they
took you off the case for this?”

Denzil rose from his seat. “Your Honor,
objection.”

Again, more courtroom laughter followed and
Brad chanced a wink at me out of sight of the jury. “I withdraw the
question,” Brad said. “Your honor, I’ve seventy more questions.
Could Mr. Burch make a carte blanche objection to all of them so
that it wouldn’t take us two weeks with this witness?

“Your honor,” Denzil said and once again
rose, “he’s using a perverse way to make his case by bouncing
everything off me and then making me look like the bad guy. He
knows that Detective Cramer would be a controversial witness.”

So it went, for three days, while Fats was
on the stand. The morning after Fats’ testimony ended, Denzil Burch
asked the judge to throw it all out. He gave a dramatic and sincere
speech. The judge refused but I saw the impression made on the
jurors. They doubted the conspiracy theory and thought it was
possibly a gimmick. They thought perhaps that a New York detective
had been paid off by a wealthy family.

The following days went bad for our side,
and worse still, Susan was out of town for a whole week for a case
she was working on. That evening at home in my bedroom, the whole
shameful event of the trial came to me as an utter defeat of my
life. It rose up at me in so many paths I could hardly think: The
press, Mary and Stan, Susan, The Family of Truth, and my dreams. It
consumed me. I couldn’t eat or sleep. Dread sat on my chest and I
couldn’t console myself. To make matters more difficult, my head
pounded. I stumbled downstairs and found Una cleaning in the
library.

“I have a bad headache,” I said.

She left and returned with a glass of ice
water and some headache tablets, then she sat across from me at a
small table holding a vase of fresh red carnations and babies’
breath. She picked up the book I was currently reading, Power and
Market, by Murray Rothbard. “Sally like this fellow,” she said.

I didn’t respond. He was a libertarian and I
think Sally had been becoming one as well.

“What are you feeling right now?” Una
asked.

“Our worse day yet.”

“I thought it went okay, but we have had
better ones.”

“I could have screamed. If only Susan had
been there.”

Una took my hand and squeezed it. “We’re
there with you.”

“I know, Una, I fear the worst, but there’s
no more than two or three days until the verdict. It will be
guilty, a humiliating verdict, then I’ll lose Susan forever.”

“Christian, you can’t think like that,” she
pleaded. “Susan of all people knows it was The Family of Truth. Let
me get you something to help you sleep and then you need to get to
bed.”

She left and brought me back a crystal
tumbler of warm bourbon a few minutes later. I drank it back at
once. “You’re pale, dear,” she said. “I’d like you to take a
halcyon too and go to bed at once.”

I looked at the tiny white pill and
swallowed it with water. “I know that I sound pathetic, Una,” I
whispered, “but it’s been so bad, that stuff about Sally and me.
God, I’ve had to relive it so many times in my life. I could tell
the jury thought me a vile creature.”

“It wasn’t incest, Christian, you mustn’t
think it. Gayle mishandled it, and when it happened in the hotel,
you were both willing adults unrelated by any direct blood. There
are far worse sins.”

“The world doesn’t see it that way. And the
jury didn’t believe the conspiracy theory about the Family either.
Burch kept referring to them as a religious commune, gentle puritan
folks. Good God, they killed Rick Edwards! They didn’t really like
Fats either, they thought he had sold out the police department for
us, that we paid him off! And poor Anna too. I’m afraid for her. I
think she’s dead.” I began to cry. “I’m so sorry.”

“Go to bed, dear.”

I slept for six hours, and at five a.m.,
awoke with a self-consuming anxiety. “Where’s Susan?” I said to
myself, “I need her so badly.” Close to open panic, I knew I
wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep. “She still loves me though,”
I whispered. A low grunt-like whisper escaped me. “No, she
doesn’t!” I wrung my hands.

I knew I wouldn’t be able to do anything to
revenge myself from inside a prison cell; The Family of Truth were
going to win; to steal my life even though I had never wanted
anything to do with them. I lay in bed and my mind rolled back and
forth. I rose and shaved, looking, it seemed, once again, at a
stranger in the mirror. My hands trembled uncontrollably. Once more
I began to cry. I was falling in love just at the time Susan would
be wondering if the story about me and Sally was true. Why hadn’t I
told Susan straight off about Sally and I? She knew now and would
think that if I omitted telling her the whole story, then I might
be lying about the murder. It would certainly place doubt in her
mind no matter what she thought of The Family of Truth. For the
first time since charges had been laid, fleeing came to my mind;
however, not just running away, but complete utter escape. I
pictured my body falling through the air and smashing on the
pavement, my mind in a million pieces. I’m sorry to say that this
thought brought me some comfort. Life can beat you down only so
far. If I could have run to The Family of Truth at this moment, and
killed as many as I could, evil or not, I would have. Fearful that
I was free-falling, any anchor would have done, even blind revenge.
I studied my thin frightened face. My brown hair stood thrashed up
on my head and I looked too thin, almost absurd. I glanced down the
length of the long bathroom counter, and saw on the far wall, a
picture of Sally and me together as children. We were both smiling
happily.

I dressed and quietly left before anybody in
the house woke, driving the streets of New Jersey. In under an
hour, as though coming out of a dream, I pulled up in front of The
Grand Hyatt. I gave the car-attendant my keys, and walked inside of
the hotel unfocused and vaguely lost. Without anyone seeing, I took
the elevator to the top floor and immediately tried to access the
roof. I found the door bolted. I returned to the lobby and asked
for a room on the top floor. Without a word, I gave my credit card
to the attendant, a thirty-year-old employee in a crisp navy-blue
suit. “Will you be staying long, Mr. Tappet?”

I shook my head without looking at him.
After what was to me an unbearable delay . . . an embarrassment
that stretched out into minutes, as though he knew what I was
contemplating, he passed me a room card. “You have no bags, sir?”
he asked. I shook my head again. “Are you okay, sir?”

“Fine,” I grumbled. The floor, an extension
of the hotel’s other fine settings, had a concierge station, but it
remained unmanned at this hour. I let myself into the room and
dropped the card to a small oak retainer on a hall table. From my
earliest memories after my adoption, I’d tried to ignore the luxury
which had surrounded the Tappets. The one lasting pleasant memory I
had retained about the orphanages was a life without it. It always
seemed to get in the way of my enjoyment and at some point became a
negative value. It obstructed me as a teenager, becoming important
to my self-esteem. I’d wealth while others didn’t, and then, I’d to
unlearn that evil trait, like giving up a dependency. I made myself
a rye and mineral water in a fine glass tumbler, and after checking
the time, I threw my Rolex in the garbage can, wondering if I’d see
eight a.m. I sat and reflected on how I’d arrived to this position
in my life. I’d liked it before Sally had stepped onto that bus, it
had been a good thing on the whole, notwithstanding the affair with
Sally and the dilemma of being wealthy. “But you don’t really care
about the money,” I whispered to myself.

My voice sounded desperate, and besides, I
hadn’t escaped my wealth. That’s why the cult had crossed half the
country to try and retrieve Sally; she was the daughter of
multimillionaires. I rose and splashed cold water on my face in the
bathroom. Sally being sucked in by a cult wasn’t enough punishment
for one life; no, they’d murdered her and pinned it on me. Then
they’d abducted and killed Anna so as to destroy my legal defense.
I’d gone from a sort of magical existence to this life I led now
with cops, jails, judges, court appearances, news-people, jurors,
and, I feared, a guilty verdict.

How could I bare it? I dried my eyes and
vigorously rubbed my temple. My headache reappeared and I made
another rye and water. I looked out over the city, traffic was
building, everybody went on with their normal lives. I used to love
this city; no, that wasn’t actually true, I’d always hated it,
especially the speeding traffic. I returned to the roof and found
it still locked, deciding to smash the padlock, but there was
nothing at hand. In the room, nearly everything I could have used
to do it was nailed down. A knock at the door disturbed my hunt and
I answered it with yet another drink in my hand. I almost jumped
back. “Dad, what are you doing here?”

Stan walked in the room and closed the door
tightly behind him. “I see that I’ve made it on time,” he said with
great relief, almost joy shining in his eyes. “I should at least be
happy for that.” Then he flew at me and sucker-punched me in the
jaw. I fell to the floor, the glass I was holding flew across the
room, smashing. I rose and wiped the blood from my lips even as
Stan passed his white handkerchief to me. My heart raced with
confusion and fear, but not for a second did I think of striking
back.

“It’s okay to feel sorry for yourself, son,”
he said in a soft voice, “but not to this point. The trial isn’t
over. Nothing is over. Are you just going to let Lloyd Mills take
everything from you without a fight and let The Family of Truth
destroy you like they did Sally?”

“Lloyd?”

“We aren’t fools, Christian. Mary and I give
him the benefit of the doubt, but we can still cut it.” I felt my
cheeks burning. Even in this, I’d behaved shamefully. “It’s your
mother you should worry about. Sally’s death has devastated her. I
know you’re self-occupied, as you should be, but haven’t you
noticed? She’s suffering much worse than you. This would have
killed her. She loves you; don’t doubt it! There’s news! Peter has
discovered a small connection between a Japanese consortium, The
Zortichii Group, and Lloyd Mills and The Family of Truth,” he
continued. “We’ve nothing solid yet.”

“But I thought Peter–”

“You might be found guilty because
appearances have deceived the state, now you are letting
appearances deceive you. Why would you want to throw your life away
when you’re innocent? Nothing is what it appears. Which do you
think is worse, prison or a communist POW camp? For you, it won’t
be for so long, if ever. For me, many months of horrible suffering
occurred. This is why I love life with every breath, son. I’ve seen
death, and more death than you could imagine.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

He reached over and hugged me. I felt my
agony passing and wiped away my tears, then followed him out of the
room, and when we got home, he flew to Denver to pick up Susan.
What Una had told her to drop everything and come to Jersey, I
don’t know. I was standing at the door when she arrived. Mary stood
beside me. A table near the front door held several lit candles on
a silver candelabrum, giving the antechamber a warm golden glow,
but making it look as though from another time as well. Mary
dressed in a black pair of slacks with a designer mauve sweater,
and she had pinned her light hair up into a ball. She seemed much
less sad tonight.

“You look lovely,” Susan said to mom when
she greeted us. It was true. She looked the very image of a woman
who suffers and knows nothing but sorrow, but still has culture and
refinement in hand.

Stan excused himself. He seemed in a rush.
“I’m sure you’re being overly kind,” Mary said, “At my age, as Una
says, to get out of the bathroom without resorting to drink or
drugs, you’re doing fine.”

Susan laughed and it was wonderful to hear
it; I wished Mary had laughed as well, but she didn’t, only
cheerlessly excused herself. An old Righteous Brothers’ tune played
softly from Stan’s den. I couldn’t remember the title of it. Susan
glanced at a large family portrait, an oil on canvass, in the front
foyer. “Wasn’t this picture somewhere else before?”

“Upstairs,” I said.

Stan came in from his office. He looked as
though he had changed to go to work. Una came down the hallway from
the kitchen. “Can I get you some juice or something?” she asked
us.

Susan and I agreed to a juice. “Isn’t Una
nice?” she said in a soft voice when she’d left.

“Don’t kid yourself,” Stan said. “We say it
all the time and few believe us, but she’s a ferocious
industrialist who runs the whole Tappet Industrial Complex with a
ruthless hand.” He looked at his watch. “She doesn’t give me a
minute’s sleep. Gotta go! Bye.”

Susan laughed. “I don’t believe you.”

“No, it’s true,” I reassured her, putting my
hand on Susan’s shoulder and wishing Dad good-bye. “Una really does
run everything. That’s the one thing they were right about at the
trial, the rest is all lies.”

Susan laughed. Una brought our juice, and by
that time, Stan had left, then Una excused herself. We headed to
the bedroom and soon lay together under covers. I know she tried to
cheer me up with her body, but I couldn’t be gentle, and was too
rough, too fast, and too insensitive. “You seem angry,” she
whispered afterward, “and you were aggressive.”

“I missed you this week. In court, it’s
unbearable when you aren’t there.”

“I feel torn.”

“I have my parents, Una, friends, and many
supporters, and they all believe in my innocence. Still, the days
without you are the worst.”

“I won’t miss another.”

“Thanks for coming tonight,” I said softly.
“You’re truly wonderful as well as beautiful.” I hugged her again,
then we made love more gently. “I understood that Peter Burgess
took holidays in Jamaica after the bombing,” I said when we lay
quietly together later, “but apparently that was just a feign.”

Susan drew near and kissed my face. “What
happened today? Why is your jaw swollen? Why did Una insist I come
tonight?”

“I got crazy Susan,” I said shamefully. “I
got extremely depressed, it won’t happen again.”

She sighed, then began to cry. “Don’t you
know how much I love you?” she whispered.

Despite how much better I felt on Monday, we
had another bad day in court. Our expert on ballistics was
contradicted by the prosecutor several times under
cross-examination. The next day, I was to take the stand, but it
was delayed until Thursday morning. I got little sleep that night
and looked like hell. After I was sworn in, I was asked all the
questions by Brad we’d gone over together so many times. It was
quick, an hour and fifteen minutes or so. This was a calculated
attempt to distance me from the murder, by showing my compassion
and expressing my love for the Tappets. I could tell by Brad’s
reaction that I’d done well.

“Did you ever study acting, Christian?”
Denzil Burch asked when cross-examination started. “Desperate men
are cunning men. Everyone can see you’re not stupid, but are you a
person who will do and say anything to protect yourself?”

“Not stupid at all?” Brad said angrily,
rising, “we wish we could say the same of you. I’ve come to know
him. He’s brave and intelligent, decent and loving. Your honor,
Denzil is masking a speech in the form of a question.”

“I agree,” replied the judge. I’d been told
that he’d become evermore sympathetic to our side. “Mr. Burch, do
you have any questions.”

To everyone’s utter surprise, he shook his
head and we were adjourned to the next day, Friday, June 17, what
turned out to be a warm and breezy day. That morning I could tell
Brad was nervous. His closing was our last chance at pulling us out
of the hole. He rose and walked out in front of our table. He was
tanned and appeared well rested. His flawless facial features had a
hardness to them but his eyes still could be cordial. Anna
Chapati’s disappearance had become a murder investigation in
Lakewood. Susan told me that the police had found the clothes she’d
been dressed in when abducted in the backwoods of Lakewood. Brad
had told me this would help. He also told me that there were three
sympathetic jurors: A big man in the back row of the jury who was a
truck driver and had a family of his own; A young single black
woman in the front who was a teacher, and an older man beside her
with the bulging lump of a nose who was an oil rigger. Why they
were responsive, I’d no idea, but Brad believed it was because they
were all atheists and gave the cult story credence.

“Good morning ladies and gentlemen,” he said
in an assured voice, “Mr. Burch will provide you with all your
options tomorrow on how to deal with Christian.” He walked over to
me and put his hand on my right shoulder looking at them with
warmth. “But this morning, I want you to think of the concept of
‘reasonable doubt.’ My friend Christian Tappet is innocent. That’s
the first thing you should know.”

He returned to the front of the table. “Mr.
Burch will tell you that the burden of proof for guilt beyond a
reasonable doubt has been met. He’ll say that he doesn’t have to
prove to you Christian’s guilt beyond all doubt. If all shadow of a
doubt had to be met in court, even the most silly, then it would be
impossible to ever get a conviction. So when Mr. Burch tells you
all this, just remember, proof beyond a reasonable doubt is proof
as close to the point of knowing a thing as absolutely as we can
get, given the type of imperfect creature we are. Some of you are
thinking that Christian is probably guilty and some of you are
thinking that this conspiracy theory of the defense’s, is a
stretch. You are saying to yourself that I’ve been around the block
and know how to muddy the water.” He took a step back. “Remember
though, ‘probably guilty,’ does not translate into ‘Guilty beyond a
reasonable doubt.’ However, some of you have asked yourself
genuinely, ‘What of the theory that some organization set up
Christian?” He stepped up beside me again. “You’ve listened to
Detective Cramer,” he said. “You heard the moving testimony of Mary
Tappet, followed then by Stan Tappet, Christian’s mother and
father. These are people of principle. They’ve been in this
courtroom with Christian every single day. They know their son
didn’t kill their daughter. So, you’re wondering, ‘Maybe it’s true.
Perhaps, after all, some organization framed Christian.’ This then,
is ‘reasonable doubt.’”

He returned to the defense table and looked
at his notes, stopping to smile at Mary and Stan. “Reasonable doubt
is something like asking this question: ‘If Christian is guilty,
why has he passed three police tests. Why would he be so
cooperative with the police? Why would some of them think he’s
innocent? Why did he take the stand to give you his heartfelt
testimony? Why has he not taken flight as the prosecution
predicted?” He turned and faced me. I thought he was doing
sensationally and was emotional, but held back my tears. “The man
to whom you sit in judgment has become a friend of mine. I’m proud
to say this. Anyone not thinking that Christian hasn’t suffered at
the death of his sister, Sally, isn’t looking at the same man as I
am. For the rest of his life, a long shadow has been cast over his
road and over his fine moral character. Reasonable doubt is the
glue that holds the jury system together. Justice is not served if
you saw all the available facts and said to yourself, ‘I know that
he’s not guilty, but the hard evidence is so overwhelming.’ This is
still a reasonable doubt and you must find him, Not Guilty.”

I grew more and more confident as he
continued. He reviewed the incident with Anna Chapati, the former
Love Israel of The Family of Truth, the accident that killed
Nakamura, and the missing or dead executives such as Graham Roberts
and Cheryl Garland. He talked of a Japanese and Swiss consortium
with corrupt ties to the South Korean government who had plans to
buy Tappets at the current, extremely reduced, market price, should
my parents sell it with Sally and I out of the picture; that it
could have meant sixty billion dollars difference in the final
price. He asked them to imagine anyone so stupid as to kill their
own sister in a manner and time so inimical to my own interest. The
speech lasted the four hours to which both sides had agreed and in
the end, I’d felt we’d won.

I slept well that night, feeling at last we
had a chance, but the next day, after Denzil Burch finished his
closing statement, I wasn’t so sure. He made me look like a cunning
conniving person who raped my only sister, lied to my parents about
my incestuous longings, and did so because I was afraid I’d lose my
inheritance. It was absurd, but on the face of it, the facts did
fit the theory.

On Wednesday June 22, when we were informed
the jurors had decided, my heart began to race and I was trembling
when I rose to face them. They wouldn’t look me in the eye. I knew
what that meant. I turned to Brad, but he just squeezed my arm. I
felt like a shadow of a person, so much had happened, and today, I
knew the worst would come. The foreman of the jurors seemed to
glance over with pity, as did the truck-driver, the young teacher,
and the homely oil-rigger. I looked down at my hands even as they
shook, then I heard the dozen or so words: “In the criminal action,
8753 - 07,” the foreman read out, “the United States of America
versus Christian Donald Briner Tappet, we find the defendant guilty
of murder in the first degree.”

Guilty! It hit me like a physical blow to
the stomach and I doubled up in pain. The endless continuation of
the nightmare that had started with The Family of Truth on that hot
July day in 1979 now came to its fruition. I felt like a specter as
the noises of the courtroom receded.

“It seems like your impeccable winning
streak is over,” I said bitterly to Brad, but my biting remark had
no effect on him.

I watched my parents, Una, and Andy
approaching from their seats. I knew that appeals would be made as
a matter of course and I’d be out of jail in two days or so. I had
heard from Brad that the papers had already been drawn up and would
be signed immediately. Brad had told me Judge Anderson believed
that professional polygraphs were seldom ever wrong except with
psychotic liars and felt I wasn’t in that category. Mary threw her
arms around me, weeping, and Andy rubbed my back in encouragement.
I nodded to Stan who was pretty grim-lipped.

“I’ll get Lloyd for this,” I swore. “He
should be made to suffer, and The Family of Lies should be
destroyed for raping and killing Sally.”

“Shush,” Una said, sternly.

Susan came and hugged me. “I love you,” she
whispered. Una and Mary held my hands. I knew what kind of toll
that this took on everyone. I suspected that soon they’d have had
enough. I remember that day that I didn’t cry. I was done with
crying. I saw Brad readying to leave. “If you still think that I’m
innocent,” I said, “and are ready to fight, so am I.”

“We’ve just begun,” he returned with
enthusiasm. He stepped over and hugged me. “You’re innocent
Christian, remember that, and keep up your spirits.”

My guard came over and timidly stood behind
everyone. He was a quiet older man named Jonathan. “I love you
all,” I said softly. Jonathan handcuffed me and passed me over to
two guards I had never seen before. As I was led away, a feeling of
complete undefiled hatred for Lloyd and The Family of Truth came
over me. From my cell, where I was kept alone, one guard, and God
knows how much this cost Stan, let me use a Sursheita made cell
phone. I talked to Una as soon as she got home and made her promise
to have Peter Burgess come by the cell first thing in the morning.
“I’ll be damned if I sit around and do nothing,” I said to her.

Peter came to visit me. He looked in fine
decorum, but I could see Una had told him what I wanted and he’d
come to turn me down. “I’ve Josh if I need someone young and
foolish,” he said firmly when I asked to help, “and he has
training. For that matter, Ray and Marshal Veld are with us on this
one. Plus, my daughter is in town now.”

“I don’t know what you’re planning,” I
begged. “but let me help. This is my neck. Please! I can’t stay at
home and do nothing.”

“But this work is 90% boredom,” he returned.
I stared him down. “I’m not making any assurances that you can be
of any assistance,” he said at length. “We’ll just decide it as we
go. This is what Una wants as well, and I’ll try to live with
it.”

I thanked him and shook his hand. The two
nights that I spent in jail were the loneliest and longest ones of
my life, but the judge had ruled immediately on our motions for an
appeal and I was released on five million dollars bail. When I
arrived home Friday, it was nearly suppertime.

The next day at 11:00 a.m. at JFK
International, I found myself with Peter watching no other than
Grave Revelation. He was the one who Sally had called hollow and
lazy, “The one with the creepy smile,” she had said. He was now,
Blood Justice and belonged to The Hostility Branch of The Family of
Truth, but whose real name I had since learned was James Pup. His
beard was gone. He had a protruding stomach with a short balding
grey head of hair. It gave him an almost sleepy forlorn look, but
she was right, he had a creepy smile. I was quite close to him as
he waited for his bags on the luggage carousel. I wore a scraggly
fake beard and a baseball cap over my head. Ashe had disguised me
and had brought me along. No one would have recognized me. I
thought Ashe exceedingly pretty and her defined face had her
father’s intensity. She was tall like him too, and had a lovely
figure. She wore her black hair curled in elaborate folds to the
back of her head, it was wonderful. Without being detected, Peter
had flown in with Blood Justice and Swift Retribution from Los
Angeles. Swift Retribution was the former head-elder – Thought
Jacob – the blond lean young man with a sparse beard.

Peter had been spying on them for days.
Swift Retribution came over with a bag. He had changed even more,
and at first, I didn’t recognize him from the file pictures. His
head was completely shaven and his body had developed a muscular
form. Only his pale blue eyes gave away his age, but I must say, he
looked lethal, not at all like the former hippy-image of
himself.

Josh Burgess waited nearby in the arrival
area with a car. Peter had phoned him on his cell but there had
been no answer. Swift Retribution and Blood Justice both wore plain
white t-shirt and new blue jeans. Perhaps, because I knew what
they’d done, they both looked like real mean deals. Why they were
in New York City and who they were to meet with, remained to be
seen, but Silent Righteousness, the former Holy Truth, the fat
friendly squad leader, and Proud Punishment, the former Goodness
Tranquility, the burly enforcer who Sally had said meted out all
the physical punishment inside the Family at the Denver Location
and enjoyed it, were also arriving in New York City, but at La
Guardia from Denver. Ray and Marshal Veld trailed those two.

“Don’t let them get out of our sight,” Peter
whispered after they had received their bags.

He tried his cell again and this time spoke
with Josh. We followed them out. It was exciting and I was totally
focused on the job at hand. Swift Retribution hailed a taxicab and
we hastened after them in Peter’s car which Josh drove. “They’re
heading to La Guardia,” Peter said after a while.

“I wonder what’s up with the separate
airports?” Josh asked.

“Maybe there’s a loose end to clean up,”
Peter replied “We could get lucky and catch them in the act. They
think wonderboy here is still in jail and that we are no longer
working for the Tappets. Despite using two airports, they seem
awfully sloppy to me.”

Their taxicab pulled up in the arrival area
in La Guardia and waited. Peter tried to phone Ray but received no
answer. “Circle around once,” he said. “No, wait. Look who’s
heading this way.”

Proud Punishment and Silent Righteousness
stepped out from the large automatic sliding doors with their bags
in hand. They weren’t thirty paces from us. Proud Punishment, the
burly enforcer, was still a husky man whose eyes were full of hate,
but now he was clean-shaven and his hair was short. He looked like
a military man.

“I remember Sally telling me that the big
one on the right,” I said, “smiled the whole time that he raped
her, as though he was revenging himself against all women. It’s
Silent Righteousness who I don’t recognize,” I continued. “If he’s
supposed to be the former Holy Truth, then he’s lost major
weight.”

“The one with the red t-shirt?” Josh
asked.

“When I last saw him he was fat.”

“Look’s mean enough to me.”

“His real name is Rob Tuck,” Peter said,
“and yes, he has lost a ton of weight. He possibly weighed as much
as three hundred pounds at the time of the rape. He’s buff now. How
it’s possible? I don’t know.”

The four members of The Family’s Hostility
Branch sped off in a single cab. Ray jumped into the back seat and
Josh followed the taxi out of the arrival area. “Where’s Marshal?”
Peter asked.

“He’s already on their trail,” Ray said.
“Welcome on board, Christian.”

That had been the first time anyone had said
something positive about my presence. I could tell they weren’t
happy about it, but I was determined to be involved. Una told me to
ignore it and reminded me that the Tappets were paying the bills.
We followed the four suspects to The Algonquin Hotel at 3rd and
44th Streets.

“Four assassins dropped off in Midtown,
Manhattan,” Ray said, “now I call that exceptionally
interesting.”

We watched them enter the hotel and then
Peter turned to Ray. “Have Marshal book a room. This is where
watching four people gets hard. We don’t have much time and we need
two more cars. The one with the shaven head is the leader, Swift
Retribution, whatever happens, don’t lose him or our work is
toast.”

Ray phoned his son and gave him
instructions. “The office isn’t too far away,” Peter added.

Josh pulled out into the street and drove us
to The Clapper Building on Redmond Road in Chelsea. Peter and I
rushed back in his Mercedes just in time to see Swift Retribution
hop into a taxicab. “We just made it,” he said.

We followed Swift Retribution to Canton
Park. He got out and sat in the sunlight on the front steps of an
old apartment building, The Tanner Place, as though he owned it,
and just waited around. We sat on a cedar bench on Ninth Street no
more than seventy-five yards away. “I know this area,” Peter said.
“Stay here. I’m going to get us some coffee. I’ve got major jet-lag
kickin’ in.”

He walked north to a donut shop and came
back with a New York Times and two large coffees. “He’s waiting for
someone,” he whispered to me, “and he’s watching closely.”

Thirty feet behind us, Canton Park had a
sharp decline to a treed area on the east side, and on the other
side of the park, there were three small baseball diamonds.
Three-story old semidetached houses sandwiched The Tanner Place. A
man in the park was throwing a tennis ball for his well-groomed
Golden Retriever who fetched it at an amazing pace. Off to the west
side of the park, there were rundown public restrooms, and to the
right, a toddler’s playground. Peter read the first section of the
paper, peeking up now and then to keep his eyes on Swift
Retribution. The din of the traffic on Ninth Street remained
constant, never faltering. Two old ladies on the other side of the
street passed by very slowly.

“I walked this beat for a year or so when I
was with the force,” Peter said at length. “It was a playground for
white upper-middle-class teenagers back then. This building, if I
remember, was the sight of a double homicide in the spring of
`68.”

“That was the year the Tappets adopted me,”
I said.

He read the sports section and an hour
later, rose. “There’s a small pizza place at the corner, Benny’s.
I’ll see if they still make good pizza.”

I grabbed his arm. “There’s Lloyd Mills,” I
said, astounded.

Lloyd had just come out of the front of the
building with another man, possibly a Chinese man. We quickly
returned to the car and watched them from binoculars, hidden by
tinted windows half rolled up. Peter took pictures of them as they
shook hands. “There’s something familiar about that Chinese guy,” I
said.

“Looks Korean to me.”

Then I remembered. “He’s Kwong Katigbaki.
Lloyd knew him when he was on the streets.”

Peter wrote down the name. “Good going, my
man. I’m glad you came.”

They crossed the street and met with Swift
Retribution. “What does it mean?”

“It’s a hell of a breakthrough!” Peter
said.

I saw he was elated and in turn I grew
excited. Lloyd soon sped away in his Jaguar after talking to the
men only a few minutes. “At last, physical links from the Family to
Tappets. Now what to do?” He phoned Ashe and told her the news.
“Ashe said that it’s becoming clear that a multinational consortium
is engaged in an illegal plan to takeover Tappets and has used The
Family of Truth as partners. Doesn’t that sound ludicrous?”

“That doesn’t mean that it isn’t true.”

“Let’s find out.” We took the Midtown tunnel
to an area in Brooklyn, Kings Regency Heights, not far from Coney
Island where the offices of The Zortichii Group stood in The Wyn
Hewlett Complex. By then darkness was falling. “The security system
here’s a piece a cake,” Peter said after a moment of watching
people come and go.

He covered up his license plate number and
pulled the Mercedes close up to the building’s plastic-arm car stop
and waited. He left enough room for a car to pass between him and
the auto car attendant and pretended to be studying the newspaper
as though waiting for a resident. Not long afterwards, a car drove
up and we sped in behind it. Peter found an underground parking
spot and we waited for five minutes before leaving the car. From a
sports bag in his trunk, he put extra pistol clips into his jacket
pockets and took out a briefcase, then he put on thin black leather
gloves. My heart was racing.

“Are you okay with this?” he asked. I nodded
and he threw me a bag to carry. Truth was, I was having an almost
out-of-body experience, or something, and it felt great. All my
worries had left me. It was like a mini-holiday.

On the twenty-eighth floor, we stopped at
what should have been door number three. It was instead disguised
as a bathroom door. It had been padlocked and a smudged
hand-written sign, ‘Out of Order,’ was taped to it.

It looked almost funny. He knocked on the
door and waited a minute. I stood out of the line of vision. He
knocked harder the second time. I could see no electronic security.
He easily unlocked the padlock, but I noticed he was being careful.
He took a small tool and drilled out the door lock and peeked
inside through the hole. “Stacks of metal file-cabinets,” he said
happily, rubbing his hands together.

He put on a ski-mask and stepped inside at
once, stopping me from following him with a warning wave even
though I was still disguised. Opening his briefcase and working
rapidly, he took a receptor and quickly attached clamps into each
link of the security wires; one on the door and one on the
frame.

I could see that he’d done this sort of
thing before. He turned the device on and waited for a green light,
putting the handle back into the door. He signaled me to get inside
and then pulled the dangling wires inside with us. He turned on the
lights and scanned the place. It appeared no more than a retainer
for files and documents and not a working office at all.

The drywall hadn’t even been painted.
Slowly, systematically, we began going through the file drawers,
working quickly. They’d been filed in alphabetical order, but
hidden with a code of some sort, so that whoever had organized it,
knew by rote, or by some other method, the file-headers. I took a
quick count: at least one hundred metal file drawers in the file
cabinets.

“It’s not likely that someone knows the
specific order by heart,” I said.

Peter agreed and searched a desk at the
front near the door for a legend. He found a template word-chart
with corresponding Japanese symbols. I looked through the list for
the word Lloyd or Mills, or some other clue. With the chart at
hand, I opened the top file drawer, and started with the first
file, a dossier on a Company, Aaron Electronics. It comprised the
company profile, with pictures of executives, notations on any
particularities, also, it held the company’s performance on the
world stock markets, ideas on how to scandalize them, how to
manipulate their weak points, and many other confidential facts.
“This one,” I said, holding it up, “Aaron Electronics, is actually
an in-depth profile of The Sony Corporation. Zortichii spies on
huge conglomerates.”

I went back to the master chart and
restudied it. We heard a noise out in the hall and sat perfectly
still. Then we heard voices. Peter attached a silencer to his gun
and my heart fluctuated wildly. Without meaning to, I studied the
chart and one word caught my attention, Moses. When the voices
receded, I went to the ‘M’ drawer, a bottom one, and sat on the
floor going through it. In the first folder, I found a thick file
under Moses.

I passed the file to Peter. It was a
complete dossier on Tappets with pictures of our senior people, and
my family, Hiro Nakamura, and even Una. Moreover, it even had a
photograph of Andy’s family. But what was also amazing was that
there were pictures of David Moses, the leader of The Family of
Truth, whom I recognized from photographs, pictures of Sally with
her Family of Truth’s Denver squad of flower-sellers, and
pornographic pictures of Love Israel, Divine Love, naked and making
out with some of the elders. I remembered Rick Edwards making fun
of David Moses. ‘Lies, lies, lies,’ he would sing, mocking his
high-pitch and lifeless voice, and ridiculing what he called the
hokey-pokey Divine Principle of the Family of Truth. Reading
through it quickly, we saw that the name Zortichii came from David
Zortichii, Moses Truth’s birth name.

“Why isn’t the place guarded?” I asked.

“From David Zortichii to David Moses to
Moses Truth,” he whispered with a shrug. “He evolved just like the
members of the Hostility Branch. But how could Lloyd Mills be in
league with these guys?”

After we left, he phoned his son and we
headed straight to the Tanner Place in Manhattan, and when we
arrived, I could see that not much security existed here either.
The front entrance, remained unlocked. It was two a. m. We found
Kwong’s apartment number and took the stairwell to his floor. I was
surprised to see Josh waiting for us. Both father and son put on
ski-masks, I still wore my beard, and Peter unlocked Kwong’s door.
We crept in and closed the door quietly behind us. Peter and Josh
attached silencers to their pistols. My heart felt like it was
going to explode, but I was happy as well. I saw a handgun on the
coffee table in its holster near a vase of fresh flowers and picked
it up. It was a Thompson. We snuck down the dark hallway and saw
the strewn clothes on the floor in the corridor.

The door of one of the bedroom stood ajar
with the lights on. We could here a couple making out. I moved
behind Peter in such a way that the bed came into view first. I saw
a Korean woman with Kwong. They were both naked and he was on top,
pumping her rapidly and hard. Peter jumped forward and pointed his
Biretta to Kwong’s temple. “Stay perfectly still,” he shouted, but
not too loudly. The young woman looked like she might scream and he
put his index finger to his lips in warning. “I need a name,” he
said to Kwong, “then we’ll be gone without anyone being hurt.”

Kwong seemed not to react, although I saw
the fear in his eyes as he looked at us and saw that we were all
armed. I think he might have recognized me and so must have been
doubly fearful. Peter moved his pistol to Kwong’s lower leg, and
without hesitation, shot him. I jumped back and let out a gasp. The
small hole in his leg began to spurt with bright fresh blood. Kwong
cried out in pain and curled into a fetal position on the bed,
holding his wound, and freeing the woman to cover herself. His
penis had shriveled up into an inch.

“I need a name,” Peter repeated.

“Who?” Kwong gasped.

“The killer of Cheryl Garland and Graham
Roberts.” A silence followed and a film of sweat spread over
Kwong’s hairless upper body. The Chinese girl sobbed and the
blankets turned red. Peter lowered the gun to Kwong’s other leg,
whose gaze followed it.

“They’ll kill me,” Kwong said

“I’ll give you twelve hours to get out of
the country. Now name the man or die.”

“Lloyd Mills.”

“He paid you the final installment today?”
Kwong nodded. “Were you the shooter?”

“An L.A. crew did it.”

“The guy with the shaved head?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Who killed Sally Tappet?”

“I’d nothing to do with that.”

“If your facts check out, I’ll give you your
twelve hours. If you warn Lloyd, I’ll come after you.” Peter
signaled us and we backed up into the shadows of the hallway. We
descended the stairs at a run and sped away in his car. Josh took
the Thompson out of my clenched fist.

“Good thing the safety was on,” he said.

My heart raced until we reached the highway.
From there, we drove home. “Wake up your parents and Una,” Peter
said when we arrived and made himself a drink.

Mary and Stan came from their rooms and
looked rather disheveled, but as always Una was focused and ready
for anything. Stan shook Peter’s hand, then Josh’s. “What is it, my
friends?” Dad asked.

“We got him!” Peter returned and passed him
the files, “It’s in here. A professional mechanic from the west
coast killed Cheryl Garland and Graham Roberts, an assassin hired
by Lloyd Mills. It’s connected to the plans of The Zortichii Group.
Both Lloyd and The Family of Truth are involved, just as Burlington
hinted in court. The name Zortichii is from David Zortichii, Moses
Truth’s birth name. They are a consortium controlled by Barry Town
Investments. This in turn, is controlled by Zortichii Enterprises,
which is controlled by Moses Truth and the Family.”

Mary had grown pale, but managed a weak
smile. I felt so sorry for my parents, and especially her; this
wouldn’t bring Sally back no matter how successful we were. I’d
introduced Lloyd Mills to the Tappets; In their deepest darkest
hearts, how could they ever forgive me?

“Lloyd can’t be alone,” Peter continued. “I
don’t know who are involved, but at least Kyoto Takeshi and some
other executives. Any legal maneuvering that Lloyd could make
publicly with one or two long term executives at his side would
certainly place downward pressure on the market price of Tappets.
Afterward, the consortium would come in, make a surprisingly
generous offer compared with what the market expected to produce.
Lloyd and his people would be placed in charge.”

“He’s in charge now,” Mary said.

“But not permanently.” Mary shook her head,
but I couldn’t tell whether in disgust or disbelief. “If Tappets
took on a massive expansion of credit,” Peter continued, “and
puffed up its assets. In a year or so after this, Tappets could be
worth twice the price.”

Stan pressed down his hair and brushed down
his moustache with his right hand. “How does this help Christian
though?”

“We have met with a Korean named Kwong
Katigbaki. I believe, he’s the one who was the go-between for Lloyd
and the deaths of Cheryl Garland and Graham Roberts. He’s denied
having anything to do with Sally’s death, but today Kwong met with
Lloyd and Swift Retribution, who is traveling with three other
members of The Hostility Branch of The Family of Truth. We need
one, perhaps two more days to corner them. I’m pretty sure that
they’re Sally’s murderers, but perhaps Lloyd doesn’t realize it.
That would explain more than a few things.”

“How can that be?” Mary asked. “This Kwong
had nothing to do with Sally’s death?”

“The Hostility Branch of The Family of
Truth, didn’t kill Cheryl and Graham, they killed Sally. These are
the same men who raped her, also probably the same men who killed
Rick Edwards, but I don’t think Kwong or Lloyd know about them.
Perhaps Lloyd is being used by someone indirectly involved. Maybe
they have tapped into his greed to run the business and he has
become blind to everything else.”

“But he must have known,” Stan
interrupted.

“He really couldn’t have had a direct
involvement with the murder,” Peter said. “Still though, maybe
someone from The Zortichii Group got them to be available to Graham
Roberts through him, but even here, he might be innocent in regards
to it.”

“But if he’s in at all,” Mary said, “doesn’t
that damn him completely? After all, Sally and he were involved in
a close relationship at some point and Tappets has employed him his
whole adult life?”

“This sounds like a lot of speculation,” I
said, speaking for the first time.

“We’ll go through the files carefully,”
Peter said, “and see what else we can find. Do nothing about this
for two days,” he added. “If you haven’t heard from me in this
time, go to the police, to Detective Cramer.”

For the next two days, Peter, Josh, and I
met in anonymous diners in Jersey to go over the files. Peter and
Josh were still not living at home and were motivated to get to the
bottom of it quick, but it was perplexing. No direct connection to
Lloyd Mills could be made and if we hadn’t seen it for ourselves
and heard it from Kwong’s mouth, we wouldn’t have believed it.

“We should just scare it out of him,” Josh
suggested when his father was out of earshot. I nodded and we met
secretly that night to discuss it. Since Josh had been trailing
Lloyd, he knew what to do, where to go. Ashe agreed to help us.

That next night at ten o’clock when I came
into The Tin Island Bar, I was packing Kwong’s Thompson. An
annoying repetitive song played from the speakers as I waited for
Lloyd. Although cool air blew in where I sat near the door, I
sweated inside of my cotton sports-jacket. A small crowd had
gathered, some of them ate, but most of them talked and drank. The
bar held bands of powerful electric light flooding in from the
ceiling, but there was something old, even gaudy about it.

I saw a young man who reminded me of Silent
Peace when I’d first met him. He stood with a pale thin girl, maybe
seventeen, who seemed unfocused and drunk, but otherwise, quite
pretty. Where Josh hid, I didn’t know, but close-by. I took my
drink and found a quiet booth near the back exit, as planned. An
hour slipped away as I daydreamed about revenging Sally’s death.
She’d brought us into contact with those robots on the bus, and she
being the stronger and smarter, as far as I was concerned, I sort
of blamed her for it. But of course, it was also an accident of
fate and that had more to do with The First Law of Life for orphans
and those others born unlucky, then any chance act of God.

Lloyd finally entered the bar, alone, just
as Josh predicted. He looked even more thin and pale and I knew he
was anxious. I stayed perfectly still. I was in disguise but I
covered my face with my hands as well. When Lloyd sat down at the
bar, I rose and left, then headlights flashed and I rushed over to
our rental car, hopping into the backseat. “Where’s Josh?” I asked
Ashe in a rush.

“You’ve got too much adrenaline running,”
she said, “relax. Lloyd will likely be crying in his drink for a
while. I saw him. He’s a nervous boy, let’s hope he doesn’t hang
around long. I’m pretty certain that he’s armed. You’ll have to get
his gun from him just like I’ve shown you. Remember, we’re breaking
every law in New York State, if we aren’t killed, we’re going to
jail. This is okay for you, you’re going anyway, but I’m getting
married this year.” I was too nervous to laugh. “Remember,” Ashe
continued, with a sympathetic look, “he’s frightened. Nothing worse
than fear in the enemy. Just as the old man always says, ‘It’s two
steps from courage and one step from panic.’”

An hour later the two-way radio crackled.
“Okay boys and girls,” the voice of Josh said, “this is it!
Over.”

“We’re ready,” Ashe said. “Out.”

I stepped out of the car and walked quickly
to the side of the bar. I caught sight of Josh behind the far
corner of the other side of the building, then I spotted Lloyd. The
breeze had picked up and the poor light in the parking lot didn’t
show up even the pot-holes. His Jaguar was forty yards away and I
came up about thirty feet behind him. Then the Jaguar literally
blew apart in a violent brilliant explosion and flew five feet
straight up into the air, parts flew everywhere. This was Josh’s
doing. I could see that more than a little bit of revenge had went
into it. I caught up and put Kwong’s Thompson into Lloyd’s back.
“Don’t make any sudden moves,” I whispered. I reached forward and
slowly took the gun from out of his front right jacket pocket, just
where Ashe had promised it would be.

“I thought of just letting you get into your
car,” I said bitterly “so consider this your lucky day.” The
explosion drew attention from the patrons of the bar, who came out
all in one crowd. Ashe flashed the car’s lights as though to hurry
us. “Over there,” I said and pushed him forward with the tip of
Kwong’s Thompson.”

“What do you want?” he mumbled.

I thought he was going to cry. “If you want
to stay alive, shut up. You’ll find out soon enough. More than one
person can hire killers and blow up cars.”

“You’re making a huge mistake.”

I pushed him forward again. As we approached
the car, Ashe jumped out, wearing a ski-mask. She seized Lloyd by
the arm and shook him quickly down, searching for any other
weapons. She gave him a rough push into the backseat and cuffed his
hands as a precaution. We raced west to Manhattan, with Josh
following in another rental car. I knew that we weren’t so far from
where Lloyd lived in his luxurious apartment building; he’d be able
to walk home when we were done. We took two short residential
streets south, and one over, east. In a low-rise vacant building, I
took Lloyd to a room lit with a single dull uncovered ceiling
light. I tied him securely into a wooden chair. Unseen, Josh and
Ashe watched from the corridor.

In the upper corners, spider’s webs and dust
balls hung from the ceiling. Graffiti, much of it in crypt, covered
the gorged filthy walls. An old desk, turned on its side, had been
partly vandalized and the top had been scorched with lighters, but
outside of that, the empty room had little but an echo and useless
debris. It was a perfect place for this sort of thing; whatever
sort of thing we were doing. I guess you could call it shaking the
tree. I was a fairly desperate man. Slowly, and in front of him, I
took off my disguise.

“You think that my family and I have a
merchant mentality,” I said with disdain. “You think that because
we do business according to the rules that we’re afraid to seek
justice on our own? That the Tappets’ kind of lawful behavior is a
sign of weakness.” I saw that he was plenty nervous. That I’d been
disguised and showed myself now scared the color from his face.
“Let me tell you something,” I continued, “personally, I don’t
think I can win an appeal in the courts. I came here to kill you
and then leave the country. I always thought that you recognized
that you were blessed by one of the best families in the world.
They used their influence to save you from the streets when you
asked for their help, they employed you, moved you up in the
company, you slept with their beautiful daughter, ate at their
table, I mean, just what does it take to win you over? You’re just
a lousy common criminal who can beat a polygraph.”

“I didn’t beat the polygraph,” he said
heatedly. “I’d nothing to do with your sister’s death. I liked her
much, more than–”

I slapped his face with all my might and
took the Thompson, juggling it from hand to hand in front of him as
though I was nervous, which I was. “You’re a pathological liar and
this led to your less-than-brilliant career as a murderer.”
Suddenly, the door was swung open. This was planned.

“We’ve got to go,” Josh called in a
disguised voice but without showing himself to Lloyd.

“I’m not finished,” I said, pretending to be
angered.

“Shoot him,” Josh said, “that’s what you
came here to do. I don’t like this waiting around. Let’s go!”

I walked back and forth for a minute more.
“I’ve never shot a person before. It’s harder than I thought, but
for you, I think I can manage it.” I pushed the gun into his face
and released the safety. It wasn’t loaded. “In the beginning,” I
said, “when you first discovered Cheryl Garland and Graham Roberts
stealing from my parents, why didn’t you speak up.”

Lloyd swallowed and tears abruptly came to
his eyes. “They’d been embezzling a whole decade before their
deaths,” he whispered.

“How much?” I asked.

“Maybe as much as two hundred million, I
don’t know exactly.”

“Who else knew?”

“Besides me, Cheryl, Graham, and
Massaki.”

“You killed Massaki Fakato as well?”

“He died of natural causes as far as I
know.”

“You killed Hiroyuki Nakamura so you could
be interim president.”

“It looks like that, but I’d nothing to do
with it. I liked the old man. You know that.”

“How many in Tappets knew about The
Zortichii Group?”

“Three besides Graham and Susan.” This truly
shocked me. “Kyoto Takeshi, Gordon Whitley and Donna Wader.”

Brad Burlington had sincerely believed in
the conspiracy theory. I thought it far-fetched, but there it was.
“Who are the leaders in The Zortichii Group?”

“I thought they were originally from Icon
Electronics run by Al Wu. He’s the president of Icon Corporation,
Barry Town Investments, you know, money from the three largest
religious cults goes into these corporations. They also help
finance the Zortichii Group, and others like it, to cannibalize
other industries. I didn’t know it, but Zortichii controlled them,
not the other way around.”

I looked up at Josh who was surprised but
also indicated to move it along.

“The Zortichii Group planned to buy Tappets
as cheap as possible with me as Tappets’ front man,” Lloyd
continued. “They were going to put me in charge, but I rued that
day.”

“They approved Sally’s death?”

“You’re off base. They had nothing to do
with Sally’s death. That was probably The Family of Truth. I’d
absolutely nothing to do with it.” I felt the blood rushing to my
cheeks as revulsion rose in my stomach. I pointed the gun at him.
He appeared confused, as though wounded by every part of his own
confession. His features had been replaced by stress and fear.
Whatever hope he had been holding back, seemed to be gone and his
unreadable face had become one of surrender. “There may be killers
in The Zortichii Group,” he said, “but I’d never have let anybody
hurt Sally, not even for complete control of Tappets. I passed the
polygraph because I told the truth.”

I looked over at Josh who shrugged, and then
returned my attention to Lloyd. “Name Cheryl Garland and Graham
Roberts’ killers.”

“Why do I have to stay here any longer?
Kwong Katigbaki. I’d no idea where it would lead, and if I had, I’d
have stopped it. When Sally was killed, though as surprised as you,
I seized the opportunity at Tappets and didn’t come to your
defense.”

“You produced the poem about me and Sally
for the prosecution?”

“I’d kill her murderers if I could,” he
said, not denying the charge about the poem. “There’s no need to
kill me for your sister’s sake. I’d nothing to do with it, and if
her killer is Graham, he’s dead.”

“You met with one of her killers last
Saturday,” I whispered into his ear. Lloyd’s face lost all of its
remaining color. “The man you talked to on the bench in front of
The Tanner Place after your meeting with Kwong Katigbaki.”

“He works with The Zortichii Group,” Lloyd
said. “His name is Tim Daniel.”

I knew that Tim Daniel was Swift
Retribution, the former Thought Jacob, the blond lean Head-Elder at
Denver with a sparse beard, although he looked different now. The
interrogation ended and I untied Lloyd and let him stumble out of
the building at a half run. Ashe and Josh stayed out of sight the
entire time. When he had gone, Josh came into the room with
Ashe.

“He didn’t know after all,” he whispered
disappointed.

“At least he’ll never report us,” Ashe said.
“I’m glad that’s over. If Dad ever found out, he would kill
us.”

“On the contrary,” Josh interjected. “I’m
going to tell him.”

“I’ll bet good coin that tomorrow Lloyd will
resign at Tappets starting tomorrow,” I ventured.

“You felt the same way as me,” Josh added,
looking over with a broad smile. “When you were done with him, you
knew he wasn’t Sally’s killer.”

I nodded. It looked like Lloyd hadn’t
anything to do with Sally’s death. If so, he’d have known that Tim
Daniel was with The Family of Truth. However, during the
interrogation, I had really felt like pulling the trigger, I mean
if there had really been bullets in it, and now was slightly
ashamed, but these feelings, I kept to myself.

The next day, Josh and Ashe told Peter what
we had done. None of us expected him to be calm about it, but he
was exactly that. On Sunday, July 3 at around four o’clock in the
afternoon, Peter, Josh, and Ashe, came for dinner at Una’s
invitation. It was extremely hot outside and the air-conditioning
was on full. I met them at the door with Susan by my side. She was
staying over with me. Una had been happy all weekend and I could
tell she was elated about the break from the courtroom proceedings.
She’d bought a gigantic palm tree with actual ripe coconuts for the
foyer and when Stan had first seen it, he sat in the chair by the
door and had a belly laugh. It was the first time I had seen him
laugh like that since Sally had died. I felt relaxed, but tense as
well. The whole affair wasn’t out of my mind for even a minute.
Ashe looked very spunky today, maybe even close to the edge of over
the top. Her body was a classic in her red summer dress, skimpy
enough and tight. Josh looked great too. I was growing fond of them
both, besides Andy, they were becoming my first true close
friends.

“Una and I are preparing supper,” Susan said
at the door, “we’re doing ham and chicken-breast-Dijon, with sweet
potatoes, skillet squash, and snow-cap tomatoes with a dessert of
strawberry-laced chiffon crumple. Doesn’t that sound good? Una’s a
wizard and I’m trying hard not to wreck anything.”

“Oh good, you’ve brought your swimming
wear.” Mary said when she saw Ashe’s apparel.

We all laughed, and to my great relief, so
did Mary. This was a sign that she was slowly recovering. “Later
we’ll have a drink on the patio,” she said, “and Bert and his two
boys will drop by. It will be fun.”

“We’ve brought wine,” Peter said.

Josh and Ashe dutifully retrieved their
bottles and Mary put the wine on the large living room wine rack.
“Stan is expecting you in the game room,” she said to Peter, Josh,
and me. “Ashe, come and visit with Una. She’s doing a one of a kind
act in her kitchen.”

I saw that Ashe was okay with this
arrangement, and it told me she had perhaps come here to see Una in
the first place. “Excuse us then,” I said and headed to the parlor
with Josh and Peter. The glossy pine floors had been recently
polished and were partially covered with new East Indian hand-woven
carpets. Josh pointed to a small picture of Ronald Reagan. “You
like the Teflon man?”

“It was a gift from Rick Edward’s wife to us
after he was killed,” I said.

“From Rick Edwards? Damn, tell me more.”

“Rick was a great fan of Reagan,” I said and
told them what I knew about it.

In the parlor, two large slate-billiard
tables sat at opposite ends. A fire place on the west wall was
offset by a state of the art music-video-television station with CD
players, a computer, and other electronic appliances. The
television screen took up half the wall. A shuffle board, an area
to play darts, a bar, several couches and sofa-chairs took up the
rest of the large room. I put on Moonlight Sonata by Tchaikovsky
and then served drinks. Peter stepped up to a collection of CD
stand-up columns which housed hundreds of discs and immediately
began turning them. “I guess you’ve made up your mind that these
are going to succeed,” he said to Stan.

“Mary says so, and so does Una.”

I came over with mugs of ice-cold beer for
everyone and we sat before the unlit fireplace around a marble
coffee table surrounded by four sofa-chairs. In the middle of the
table stood a matching vase filled with a fresh arrangement of
brightly colored carnations. “What do you think?” Dad asked. “Are
we making a mistake letting Lloyd walk?”

“It wasn’t him,” Josh returned
resignedly.

“I agree,” Stan said, “Mary and I think he
loved Sally. At the funeral, he was completely broken down.”

“We’ll start looking elsewhere,” Peter
said.

Una came into the room. “Stan,” she said,
“supper is three hours away. Will I serve a fresh vegetable tray up
here?”

“We’ll come down,” he said.

Peter rose and hugged her. “What do you
think we should do next?” he asked.

“Josh and Ashe did well with Lloyd,” she
said. “Even Susan Zucker believes the rapists of Sally’s are the
same as her murderers, and she said so to me just last week. You
should just round them up and question them. Rick Edwards used to
say that they’re operating illegally, but are protected under the
laws of religious freedom. He’d the right idea all along. I liked
that man, so decent and courageous. They killed him too, and we
might get confessions, just like Christian did with Lloyd.”

“These guys got lucky,” Peter said, “but it
wouldn’t have been admissible in any court, and besides, it was
three against one.”

“If you had the police and enough witnesses
with you, their testimonies could get into a court room,” Una
countered. “Susan Zucker seems to think that it depends on how you
do it. If one or all of the four murderers described how they got
the fingerprint on the gun or the blood on Christian’s suit-jacket,
this too would help.”

Josh whistled. “We’re all going to
prison.”

We laughed. “Una, what did she say about the
police?” Peter asked further.

“Susan said that your friend, what’s his
name? John Ruben. He might go along and then say nothing if it all
came to nought.”

“I don’t know,” Peter said.

“Rick did it on a full-time basis,” Una
returned.

“You mean break the law?”

“Ashe is on my side with this,” Una said.
“So is your wife, as you will see when she arrives.”

This was classic Una. That was why she ran
things without ever running things. “Pitting a daughter against her
father, Una,” Peter said, “do you have no shame?”

“These are basic human right violations by
non-family members,” Josh said, “not like the deprogramming thing
at all. What we did last week was probably stupid.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to get John Ruben’s
opinion,” Peter said.

“Ashe says Ezekiel Observance is traveling
in California under his birth name, George Roger,” Una added,
“maybe he’s left the cult.”

Ezekiel Observance had been the rake-thin
assistant to Moses Truth, one of the five rapists, and had, at one
time, become the Over-Elder in America. Peter’s eyes widened in
surprise. “By God, Una,” he said. “Where did they put you
together?”

“Same place as you,” she said.

“Don’t kid yourself, Peter,” Stan quipped.
“Heaven may have put her together in Jamaica, but she was refined
in hell.”

Peter laughed. “I swear, Una, I don’t
believe it.”

“Heaven and hell are the same places to Mr.
Tappet,” she said, “that’s why he wants to be cremated when he’s
gone, to get used to where he’s going.”

We laughed and began to move out of the
family room. “I visited hell one time, Una,” Peter said, “on
Ashbury Farms.”

 


Chapter Fourteen




That night in bed with Susan, I felt my
power returning. We stayed up most of the night making love.
Getting Lloyd had helped me, but I didn’t tell her that. As soon as
I got out of this nightmare, I was going to ask her to marry me. A
week and a half later, I found myself in Los Angeles, California at
LA International. The chase was on and I was excited. Although I
was with Peter, this time I wasn’t disguised. I noticed that my
hand was tapping rapidly against my thigh all morning. I was
preoccupied. Some question of my parole had come up from Denzil
Burch’s office. We feared they had heard that we were quickly
getting to the bottom of the matter and would interfere, but
nonetheless, this is how I’d always dreamt it should be.

I’d come close; it was right there at the
doorstep; I just had to seize the opportunity. Intelligence, luck,
and experience. It was a lot to ask, but good outcomes were always
a combination of some of these things. Just as Stan had always
said. I’d decided that The First Law of Life for those born unlucky
or orphans, was only something in my head, a figment. What a
mistake! We were waiting for Josh, Ashe, Ray and Marshal. Ray would
be the easiest to spot, especially since most people in
Southwestern California were at least a little tanned compared to
New Yorkers, and Ray wasn’t dark like Marshal, and was paler than
most. I’d seen him one time nearly pasty. They were coming in from
La Guardia on an American jumbo express which had just landed. My
eyes flitted back and forth into the crowds. I was right. I spotted
Ray first. Marshal, his son was with him. He’d long black hair
which he kept in a thick ponytail. His dark complexion and short
sturdy body gave him an almost Asian look. Josh and he were a year
apart in age, but, where a strong likeness existed between Peter
and Josh, only a hint of resemblance could be detected between
Marshal and Ray.

“Thanks for coming so quick,” Peter said
when we all met up.

“What’s happened?” Ray said.

“Good news all around,” he replied. “I’ve
met up with a former member of The Family of Truth’s Hostility
Branch, Yan Trefusis, who knew Swift Retribution, Blood Justice,
Silent Righteousness, and Proud Punishment. He works presently with
FOCUS. He is committed to helping us.”

“How did you do that?” Marshal asked.

“I’ll tell you on the way,” Peter responded.
“I’ve rented two cars.”

We took the shuttle to a huge parking lot
and were able to exit directly in front of the rental cars. “You
rented a Mercedes?” Josh asked, laughing.

“Your deductive powers grow daily,” Peter
said to his son. “Here.” He threw him the keys. “Drive.”

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“To pick up Yan in Santa Monica.” Peter
passed him a map. “Yan drew this. You can see it’s a breeze. Wait
until you meet this guy. He is a balding cheerful thirty-year-old
who drinks like a fish, plays sax, and has one real passion?”

“To avenge Rick Edwards’ murder,” Ray
said.

“That’s right. Clever, partner.”

I laughed in joy. “Really?”

“Let me tell you more,” Peter continued.
“George Rogers, that’s Moses Truth’s assistant, formerly Ezekiel
Observance, is in California with two of our suspects: Proud
Punishment and Silent Righteousness.” I whistled through my teeth.
“John Ruben has agreed to help. He’s here with Yan. After Yan and
John met, John said he’d do whatever he could, and that’s still not
all the good news. He has friends with the Force down here and they
have been keeping their eyes on Harmony Ranch for years. It’s The
Family of Truth’s LA version of Ashbury Farms. They’ve an ongoing
murder investigation of Barry Wall, an ex-member of the cult who
died mysteriously of a poisonous rattlesnake bite. The snake
attacked him from inside his mailbox.”

We arrived in Santa Monica and pulled in at
216 Catalina Boulevard, a residential street with lots of palms,
just east of the bay. Ray and Marshal followed us. It was a flat
ranch-style three-bedroom home, nothing special, and Peter rang the
bell with us all standing behind him. Yan answered the door dressed
in fashionable Hawaiian shorts with a trim haircut and a
thinned-out moustache. He was just as Peter described. Peter made
the introductions. I immediately like Yan and realized he was
nearly as excited as me.

Fresh-cut roses in a large crystal vase
stood on the dining room table. The sparse and clean kitchen looked
new and the stark white walls of the living room were decorated
only with prints of John Pitre and other American conceptualist
painters. One Monet print, The Waterlilies Pond, leaned up against
a window frame, being used perhaps for some privacy. The few pieces
of modern furniture gave the house the appearance of a bachelor
just starting out on his own. This made me feel sorry for Yan and
all people sucked into cults or ideological-movements when they’re
too young to deal with it. When they leave the movements years
later, they leave empty-handed and have to start over. He served
lemonade and iced tea in thick highball glasses with lots of ice.
We sat on his canvass furniture in the living room. Abstract
paintings hung on these walls too, all of which had a soft warm
quality to them. “I was Spiritual Awakener, in the family,” he said
to me with a soft laugh.

“Where’s John Ruben?” Peter asked.

“As I understand it,” Yan said. “Ezekiel
Observance, George Rogers, left without Silent Righteousness and
Proud Punishment. He’s trailing Ezekiel.”

“Peter told me that you were with the
Hostility Branch?” I asked.

“The Elder at the Woodlands Compound ordered
me to join,” he said. “I’d a couple of years of military experience
with the army and . . .” He let his sentence taper off.

“Was it after the death of Rick Edwards?” I
asked.

He nodded again. “The Family spread the
rumor that members of FOCUS killed Rick Edwards. What a joke.” Yan
finished his iced tea. “Swift Retribution, the leader of The
Hostility Branch when I first joined, took his orders directly from
his former associate at Woodlands, George Rogers, back then,
Ezekiel Observance, assistant to the then exiled David Moses. Swift
Retribution was formerly Thought Jacob, the head elder at Denver.
Back in those days, he spoke completely and openly about what he’d
done to Rick Edwards. After I left, I called on the police and they
demanded my sworn testimony and videotaped my statements. Several
different detectives interviewed me. They became interested. I
filled out an affidavit and signed summaries, the whole thing, but
that’s all they had. However, if you are going to pick up Silent
Righteousness and Proud Punishment, and question them, my presence
will entice them to talk. They know that I know what they did to
Rick Edwards, and I can tell you for sure, Proud Punishment is
anything but proud of it.”

“That sounds so good I could kiss you,” I
said.

“Be my guest,” Yan said cheerfully, “but I
have to warn you, I haven’t had sex in months.”

Everyone laughed. “If we can get their
testimony together with yours,” Peter said, “we could have warrants
issued for Swift Retribution and Blood Justice and break their bond
of silence.”

“The Feds already have nationwide warrants
out for Ezekiel Observance under the name George Rogers,” Ray
said.

“Let’s head for Collingdale Avenue in the
West End,” Peter suggested, “that’s where they’re staying.”

We piled into the rented Mercedes and soon
wound in and out of the traffic with Josh at the wheel. With every
passing mile, my heartbeat quickened, it was bursting in
anticipation. “The Los Angeles Police Force is giving us tactical
support,” Peter said at some point. “That is how I received the
address here so fast. They have been aware of his career in
violence for some time.”

“Do we want their involvement?” Josh
asked.

“We’ve never dealt with this kind of thing
before. We need lots of support.”

Josh knotted his eyebrows to show his
leeriness. “I’m happy about it for Christian’s sake.”

“You’d be surprised how little it all means
if we don’t get the hard facts,” Peter said. “I feel that George
Rogers, a.k.a., Ezekiel Observance will leave the state soon and
maybe get off the continent through Mexico.”

The car took a turn onto Collingdale Avenue,
a quiet treed street of middle-class homes. We stepped out within
sight of 1261, the address we’d been given. Peter put his hand on
my shoulder. “Ray, Josh, and I, will case the place,” he continued.
“Do you see the rusted out white Camero about two hundred yards
straight ahead?” I nodded. “That’s The Family of Truth’s, so,
they’re here. Stay close to me.”

We made our way around the dull white house,
while staying clear of the property itself. I saw the backyard had
gone to weeds and the orange and apricot trees bore what looked
like dried shriveled flowers. “There are two other exits,” Peter
whispered. “Josh, Marshal, stay here at the back. Ray will cover
the side door.”

We returned to the front and saw two men
across the street, several houses over. I guessed these were LAPD
detectives, although the tall one looked too young for the role. We
crossed over to the Mercedes to talk to Yan. “Can you hold pat for
a few more minutes?” Peter asked him. He nodded.

We stepped up to the two men. The lanky
youthful one looked away, distracted, but the short older man with
him smiled and spoke with a mild Italian accent. “You’re Peter
Burgess, that detective friend of Ruben’s?” Peter nodded. “I’m Tony
Kray and this is Detective Nick Hannan.”

“You’re watching1261 Collingdale Avenue?”
Peter asked, shaking their hands. They both nodded. “This is
Christian Tappet. Those two men inside murdered his sister with the
help of two others from The Family of Truth.” I shook their hands
as well.

“We haven’t seen the two suspects all
morning,” Tony said. “The other one left and John has followed him.
He’s a weird-looking one that George Rogers, who use to be–”

“Their names are so stupid,” Nick said
plaintively.

Peter nodded. “We’re going to invite
ourselves in,” he said. “Give us five minutes and we’ll slip you in
through the back when we’re all set up.”

“I’ve brought the high-tech shit,” Nick
said, “and it’ll pick up everything, so, be cool.”

Peter knocked on the front door with Yan and
me behind him. After a moment, Proud Punishment answered. He was
the former Goodness Tranquility, the enforcer, the one who meted
out all the physical punishment inside the Family at Denver – a
brawny appearance and clean-shaven military-look, gave him a stark
contrast to how he looked back in the seventies, at least compared
to the photos, but he still had cruel eyes. Peter stepped right in
and seized him by his t-shirt, bringing his handgun to his face.
“Where’s Silent Righteousness?” he whispered.

Proud Punishment glanced from Peter to me
and recognition and fear came to his eyes. He tried to twist away,
but Peter forced him into a chair and pushed the gun harder into
his face. “Where?”

He indicated to the back of the house and
Peter taped him to the chair and gagged him. He smelled of body
odor. I guessed that he hadn’t bathed in weeks. Like the early
Christians, The Family of Truth didn’t believe in it. “That will
keep him still,” Peter whispered and made his way into the
kitchen.

We checked three bedrooms, not a single bed
frame, only stained mattresses on soiled carpeted floors. Dark
dirty sheets covered the widows and the house itself stunk of body
odor. I heard commotion from the back and then Josh shouted and a
shot rang out. I sped to the back door to find Silent Righteousness
on the ground with Josh’s gun pointed at his head. Marshal was
tying him up. He was formerly Holy Truth, the fat elder. He was
only a hundred and twenty-five pounds now, a starving man. I
realized that he might have an eating disorder or perhaps he
followed The Family of Truth’s rigid fasts to the letter. But I
remembered him back in 1979 being three hundred or so pounds, then
only two years ago or so, one hundred and a half, now he was only
one and a quarter, if that. He was a vanishing man and he currently
looked spindly, especially with his timid eyes. Ray and Peter both
came running from different directions. “I’d have preferred no
gunfire,” Peter said to Josh.

“Likewise, dad, I’m sure,” Josh said
good-naturedly.

We took Silent Righteousness inside and
taped him into a wooden chair beside Proud Punishment. He wore a
plain white t-shirt with the slogan, Christ’s Warriors, printed in
large faded letters along the front.

“This place is a pigsty,” Ray said aloud.
Cheesy velvet textured paintings of Jesus Christ and the Madonna
and Child donned the greasy yellow walls. Useless or broken
furniture cluttered the room. Along with the smell of body odor,
the house reeked of bacon, burnt toast, and tobacco. I stood in
front of Silent Righteousness. He knew who I was. I could see it in
his eyes. I saw he recognized Yan as well. To everyone’s surprise,
I pulled out my gun and stuck it in his face. “You’re not getting
out of here alive without a full confession.” I was emotional.

“Put that away,” Peter said loudly.

The Police were setting everything up in a
back room. Ray left shaking his head and when they had everything
set to go, Peter found a chair and sat in front of the two men with
his briefcase behind him on the floor. Yan, and I stood behind
Peter. Ray came back in the room.

“Be careful to follow my instructions,”
Peter said, “if not for the sake of Rick Edwards, then, certainly
for Sally Tappet.”

I watched as the color drained out of their
faces. “Who are you?” Silent Righteousness asked.

“I’m Detective Peter Burgess. Did you think
the Tappet Family wouldn’t send someone after you?”

“Don’t you know who I work for, you’d better
think on it!”

Peter chuckled derisively. “Who do you work
for?”

“For God.”

“You work for Satan, fool, and his name is
Moses Truth, a.k.a. David Moses, a.k.a., David Zortichii; his
assistant, George Roger, a.k.a., Ezekiel Observance is being
arrested today. The game is up.”

A minute of silence followed and Peter
pretended to read something from his briefcase. “In serious
criminal cases where there are numerous perpetrators involved,” he
said, “the first one who talks is the first one who walks. You two
can talk together or apart.”

For the next five minutes Peter disclosed
the evidence mounted against the Hostility Branch in the deaths of
Rick Edwards, Barry Wall, Anna Chapati, and Sally Tappet. When he
finished, I saw that they were close to breaking. “We’ll leave you
two in private to discuss it,” he said and rose. “I can’t promise
you anything specific, but if you gave full disclosure, answered
our questions, and swore to testify in court, John Ruben of the
NYPD, and his friend in the LAPD, Lieutenant Tony Kray, will make
sure you won’t be charged with first degree murder.” We joined the
two police officers. The small bedroom contained little furniture
except blotted mattresses, so that they weren’t too crammed. “What
do you think?” Peter asked.

Nick shrugged. “It’s coming through
well.”

Tony smiled. “Is that what you meant?” Peter
shook his head. “They haven’t asked for a lawyer,” Tony observed,
“that’s something.”

“Let’s see what we can get,” Peter said, “an
admission here might get me confessions from Blood Justice and
Swift Retribution in New York City.” We returned to the living
room. “Will you talk?” Peter said. They both nodded. Relief washed
over me and I felt very emotional, wiping the tears from my eyes
out of their sight. I realized that it was almost over. Again, how
wrong that proved to be. “What’s your birth name?” Peter said to
Proud Punishment.

“Charlie Falken.”

“And yours?”

“Rob Tuck.”

“Who killed Rick Edwards?”

“Swift Retribution planned it,” Proud
Punishment said, “and he’s the one who shot him.”

“Silent Righteousness, do you concur?”

“Yes, it was Swift Retribution who shot Rick
Edwards.”

“Are there other people whose murders have
been caused by The Hostility Branch of the Family of Truth?”

They looked over at each other. “Yes,” they
both answered.

“Barry Wall?” Again they both answered yes.
“Anna Chapati?” They both answered yes a third time. “Where’s her
body buried?”

“Underneath a dilapidated barn on an
abandoned farm near Sedgewick Creek just out of Lakewood,
Colorado,” Proud Punishment volunteered. “Swift Retribution
strangled her.”

“Do either of you know anything about the
death of Cheryl Garland and Graham Roberts?” They both shook their
heads and said no. “Two LAPD officers are going to come in and read
you your Miranda Rights. They’ll take statements and make
recordings. Do we have your cooperation?

“Yes,” they both said in unison.

Yan stepped up before them and began to take
the tape off their arms and legs. “You’ll never regret this,” he
said, “and you’ll finally get some help. Moses Truth is completely
evil and has broken every commandment that Moses brought to mankind
from the Lord.”

The detectives came in. Josh and I stepped
out of the room and gave each other a bear-hug. “Let’s go and get
the rest,” he whispered.

Using all my self-control, I stopped myself
from crying. The next days went by torturously slow, but word came
that Ezekiel Observance, Swift Retribution, and Proud Punishment
were presently in Denver, hiding at the Compound. Now they were
wanted men. I was almost happy.

By Sunday 17th we were ready and a shiver
went through me as we approached the back roads which led to the
Woodlands. I looked over at Peter who sat beside me in the back
seat. Josh drove and Yan sat in the front-passenger’s seat. The
Family of Truth was truly an evil institution, but why did
otherwise rational people join? What was it about the allure of a
simple life of mystic servility, poverty and rigidity that was so
appealing to them? The scary thing was that on some psychological
level, it appealed to many people. Martin Luther, the first leader
of the Protestant Reformation, wrote, ‘Whoever wants to be a
Christian, should tear out the eyes of his reason.’ Rick Edwards
had told me one time that when you deprogram a cult member, you’re
forcing them to think for themselves. If you force them to think
about things that they aren’t programmed to respond to, then the
formula breaks down and they’re forced to use their own critical,
mental processes.

“Are you okay?” Peter asked.

I nodded and Peter looked at his watch.
“These people raped and murdered your sister,” Yan said. “You know
what they say, Christian. I think it’s a French expression. Evil in
one, evil in all.”

We followed two unmarked Police cars
carrying Detective John Ruben of the NYPD, Tony Kray of the LAPD,
and other veteran officers. Behind them, trailed three black and
white cruisers. They had warrants to search the complete Woodlands
Compound and arrest Ezekiel Observance, Swift Retribution, and
Proud Punishment. I sat up as we took the final turn toward the
front gate. The metal fence, higher than before, had been
re-fortified with even more barbed-wire on top, perhaps now nine
feet high. Maybe from the inside, it seemed a fortress against the
forces of the devil: Industry, capitalism, freedom, liberalism,
personal responsibility, and democracy; abstract institutions which
weak-minded, weak-willed, and non-productive people look at with
suspicion, but from the outside it looked like a concentration
camp. At the gate, the police were let straight through. Recruits
were everywhere, hundreds of them.

“They’re not selling flowers today,” I said
disappointed. “They’ve stayed behind. They’ve been tipped off.”

Peter looked over. “Don’t be let down,
Christian, but I did that,” he said. “We’ve men watching the place.
I hoped our three suspects would make a dash for it and we could
get them out of the Compound to avoid violence, but, no matter.
We’ll get them anyway.”

We drove up to the first building and the
police cars all emptied. Several elders approached the veteran
detectives and became involved in a heated conversation with them.
One elder was nearly shouting at us. I saw Yan and Peter heading
for the Elder’s residence and followed them. Josh stepped up beside
me. We approached the main house and a group of young recruits
blocked our way.

“No one looks armed,” Peter noted.

I stepped up and was about to say something,
when such a loud persistent chorus of boos erupted around me that I
was unable. Josh came forward and laughed hardily as though to mock
them. He took out his gun in a provocative manner, then shot it
into the air. This was followed by their complete attention. The
police from the reception house raced forward to our position. I
could hear Peter cursing his son under his breath. “Christian
Tappet’s sister lived here for some time,” Josh shouted at them.
“You owe it to yourselves to listen to a few words.” He stepped
back. “Go get them, Christian.”

“Every cent you earn goes to Moses Truth in
Zurich, or to his holding company, The Zortichii Group,” I shouted,
“an industrial-based conglomerate which serves the greed of one of
the most evil men America has ever produced, David Moses, who was
born David Zortichii.”

A burst of heckles rose with shouts of,
“Liar!”

I could see that Peter and Yan had stepped
away from the group guarding the Elder’s residence and entered from
the back. Two more black and white cars had pulled up behind me. “I
know many of you here want to live a life serving Christ,” I
shouted even louder, “and I hope you will. When my beautiful sister
came here to the compound, they made her work and live there in the
Elder’s residence behind you with five Elders, who administrated
this place. She cleaned and served them. They brutally raped her,
when she refused their sexual advances. These five men later
changed their names and became members of The Hostility Branch.
They’re the men who killed Rick Edwards, the famous anti-cult
deprogrammer, who one time kidnapped my sister. When she filed suit
against The Family of Truth for the harm done at this very
compound, they murdered her. Ezekiel Observance ordered it on
behalf of Moses Truth. They also murdered Barry Wall and Anna
Chapati. These are the reasons why their arrests are taking place
today.”

I’d moved others to actually listen and
focus on my words, but others called out limply, ‘Liar,’ or
mumbled, ‘Satan-lover!’ I saw that Blood Justice had been taken
into custody, now escorted out under heavy police guard. Blood
Justice was the former Grave Revelation, the creepy one. I looked
at the recruits who still stood before me and immense pity came
over me. I wanted to tell them to go home and hug their parents
whom they had been told to hate. I wanted to tell them how horrible
their mistake was, but I knew it would be futile. Yan came up
beside me.

“Swift Retribution isn’t in the compound,”
he whispered, and then looked up over the crowd of recruits. “A few
of the recruits today will leave because of what you just said, the
rest will go when they’re ready. If someone’s not around to kidnap,
deprogram, and watch you until you’re safely out of their reach,
you lose a good part of your life to it – I did!”

A tall thin teenage male approached us and
reached out to shake my hand. “I guess that you’re right,” I said.
“A few of them were listening.”

When I returned home, we celebrated.

Three days later, on Wednesday, July 22 we
formally presented our new evidence to the prosecutor’s office
using Fats Cramer. Brad, Peter, and Stan came with me. I was
surprised to see how intently the homicide investigators listened
to the tape of Silent Righteousness and Proud Punishment’s
confessions while reading the documentation from The Zortichii
Group. In fact we gathered quite a little crowd. I found myself so
excited that I could barely hear a single word. Fats Cramer kept
raising his large head to look at me with glee. Brad on the other
hand sat beside him visibly angry. Although the murder charges
against me had been withdrawn on Monday, the District Attorney had
been uncooperative and unapologetic. He’d also kept us waiting this
morning. This made me angry as well, but I was so happy that it was
hard to feel any other emotion. The Prosecutor’s office was
behaving childishly. I knew Fred Newel and Denzil Burch were behind
it. From the first, they were overly zealous in their pursuit of
me. But why? Cramer passed a file to his partner, a young man with
a military haircut and broad shoulders.

“Look at that one,” he said. “I told them
over and over.” He turned to me, while scanning computer readouts.
“Peter did good, kid, he’s saved your hide.”

“I think so too,” I said and looked at Peter
with a big smile. “What are those?”

“It’s the electronic data on Swift
Retribution, a.k.a. Thought Jacob and a. k. a., Tim Daniel – that’s
the name he’s running under now – I got this from the Feds. They
think he’s involved in some abortion clinic bombing and that The
Hostility Branch of The Family of Truth has hooked up with the
Extreme Christian Fringe.”

Denzil Burch arrived a few minutes later and
planted himself in the middle of the room. He stared belligerently
at me. I could feel my cheeks flush. “What are you doing in our
offices?” he said. “You can wait in Visitors with everyone else.
You’re a convicted murderer, for God’s sakes, and you’re not going
to be treated like a celebrity.”

I jumped up and sucker-punched him in the
face. He took the hit hard and I think I broke his nose, however,
he jumped right back up onto his feet, wiping the blood from his
mouth and wanting to box it out. Brad and Fats restrained us from
any further altercation. “You’ll be sorry you did that,” he
said.

“If I ever see you in my life again,” I
shouted back, “you’ll be the one who’s sorry. All the charges have
been dropped. Look at the evidence. We’ve done it all for you, you
incompetent buffoon.”

I jerked myself away from Brad and
straightened out. “From the beginning,” Denzil retorted, “I knew
that you’d spend your way out of it.”

I threatened to rush him again and he jumped
back cowardly. “You’re one of them,” I said, shocked at my own
words, but knowing it at once. He was one of them, or was on their
payroll.

“You’re the one who killed your sister,” he
said. “No conspiracy theory can explain the amount of evidence
against you.”

“Have you gone mad?” Brad said.

“Mr. Burch,” Detective Cramer added, “I
would like you to leave the office.”

He frowned and left. I took in a deep
breath. “The evidence against me was overwhelming,” I said softly,
“and conspiracy theories are always convoluted and hard for people
to buy, especially this one. Who’ll believe that a religious cult
united with a long-time Tappet Executive to join in-league with an
international corporate spy agency? On the face of it, it’s absurd.
Sure they’re connected around Sally and me, and both the Cult and
Zortichii are the same, but how many will believe it?”

“We’ll make them believe,” Brad said.

Fats nodded in encouragement. I looked at
them both and smiled, but was skeptical. I knew that most people
would never believe I was innocent. That day, I visited Sally and
my mother’s gravesites, laying flowers for both and telling them
about Susan and how I could soon put it all behind me. Even in my
heart, I felt it was over. I was free again, and Susan and I
started to talk of marriage. Since the four cult members we had
captured testified that Swift Retribution, a.k.a., Thought Jacob,
a.k.a., Tim Daniels, was the actual trigger man in all the
killings, we kept Peter on the payroll. He in turn, had Josh
hunting Tim Daniels full time. I received a letter from Yan two
days later. He informed me that Bobby Stevens, the cult’s most
famous recruit and the son of the famous Senator, Al Stevens of
Washington, had committed suicide.

Within months, I took over Tappets’ day to
day functions, with Una, Stan, and Mary, on call for advice. My
first real day in charge, we fired the personnel involved with the
embezzlement scheme, even the Stanroids.

It felt good to get back to work, and the
weeks flew by, and summer passed. I heard nothing from Peter and my
mind turned to other things. We were thinking of selling all our
Japanese operations, and an offer had been made on Factory Bright
that I was sure Stan and Mary would accept in the weeks ahead.

The First Law of Life disappeared from my
radar screen. To be frank, I no longer believed in it, nor God, nor
magic, nor any other indistinct force, but The First Law of Life,
for suckers like me, was in full force, laughing, all the time,
laughing . . . and waiting.

 


Chapter Fifteen

 


 October turned into November, and I hardly
noticed the first snows. Every second day, I was on a plane. Josh
phoned me from the Port Authority near lower Manhattan one
Wednesday morning, the 11th with news on Tim Daniels, the former
Thought Jacob. I was in the car with Susan, just leaving the
mansion to Teterboro Airport. Once we were inside the building, he
directed me with his cell until Susan spotted him. We shook hands.
I could see he wasn’t happy about Susan’s presence.

“I’m trailing him right now,” he said. “The
thing is, I have him in my sights at long last and hate to lose
him. Susan could take the car and head for home. I would feel
better.”

“Where is he?” she asked before we agreed on
it.

“Turn slowly and look down into the
concourse,” Josh said. “Do you see the man on the fourth bench
over, in the red jacket, black toque, and a small black duffle
bag?”

I shook my head and we all leaned over the
railing scanning the people for a red jacket. He’d gone. “Keep your
hands in view,” a voice hissed from behind. I felt a pistol pushed
hard into my side. He grabbed Susan by the arm. “Move!” He
indicated the direction with a nod of his head, and half-shoved
Josh and I into a restricted maintenance area which posted signs
for employees and work crews only. He forced the three of us up
against several locked doors and searched Josh and I for weapons,
finding Josh’s gun.

“Who else is here following me?” he said to
Josh, staring at him with hatred.

“Following you?” Josh said.

“I know who you are,” he said.

“Turn yourself in,” I said stupidly. He hit
me in the face with his gun. I fell to my knees and my nose began
to bleed profusely. I saw stars and did everything I could to stop
myself from fainting. Blood covered the front of my shirt and Tim
put the gun to my head. “Who is with you?” he repeated with a hiss.
He hit me again with the pistol and I fell hard to the floor. “You
made a mistake in following me.” He turned to Josh. “Who’s with
you?”

“I’m alone.”

“Where’s your father and his partner?”

“Out of town.”

“Drop your weapon,” Ashe shouted from behind
us.

Tim spun, and at the same time, pulled Susan
into him as a shield, shooting Ashe. Ashe dove for protection. Tim
crouched down with Susan still in front of him and began to
scramble back out of the line of fire. Josh rushed him but took a
hit in the leg. A short exchange of gunfire occurred between Ashe
and Tim.

“Don’t shoot,” I yelled at Ashe, “you might
hit Susan.”

Alarms had sounded and people shouted and
ran in panic. Holding Susan by the hair, Tim disappeared around a
corner. I jumped up and chased after him as the evil forces who
carry out The First Law of Life crashed down on me. When I came to
an open maintenance door, I found Susan on the floor with her
throat slit. I covered her gushing wound with my hand, pinching the
jugular shut, but I gazed at her open unblinking eyes and feared
the worst. “Susan, don’t go,” I whispered desperately. I could
hardly breathe but managed to call for help. I screamed. I heard
Ashe rushed up from behind, calling 911 on her cell. A great hole
opened up inside my stomach.

Ashe raced off after him, and for a minute I
was alone with Susan in the grey corridor, watching her blood seep
into my clothes like a slow wash. In a minute, I knew she had fled
the world. I wept until the ambulance took her body away.

After the funeral, I devoted my time to
Tappets and withdrew from the world, I became a recluse. As far as
I was concerned, they had won: Lloyd, the Family and whatever being
set up the system which had invented The First Law of Life for
those born unlucky and especially orphans. It seemed unjust, but
what could I do? They were more powerful than me. I told Peter to
stop the investigation before anyone else got hurt. I was unaware
that behind my back, the Zucker family paid Josh to continue
hunting Tim Daniels.

In regards to The Family of Truth, I cleared
my mind of them, and was glad I had. It wasn’t until two years,
three months later, on Friday, October 12, 1990 at La Guardia
Airport, when I found myself once again forced to face the painful
past. It was a grey raining day, apropos, and Una, Mary, Stan, and
myself traveled to the airport to watch the arrival of Love Moses
as he was delivered to the American authorities who had finally
settled the extradition case with the Swiss.

They brought him forward through the throng
of press and film people. Some of them were wet, and some held
umbrellas. Unlike at my trial, no one shoved or pushed, instead
they shouted their questions from a respectful distance. The
Federal Officers and the Swedish Police tried to keep an area just
in front of Love Moses and Divine Love open so that some progress
was made.

A female care-giver in a nurse’s uniform
pushed Love Moses, who was now a crippled old man in a wheelchair.
His white stringy hair almost covered his unfocused eyes. He looked
as though demented. I knew Una was a happy witness. Her eyes were
almost laughing. Divine Love’s tall graceful figure hadn’t changed
that much. The smile and vacant eyes had disappeared, replaced by a
pout and a condescending gaze. Her long blond hair was combed
behind her and had faded–her thin face appeared still fervent. How
her life had been distorted, I could only imagine, and she was
still entangled in it. “Forgive me for saying so,” Una said, “but
he looks like a mad scientist with his distraught daughter.”

“He’s a pathetic caricature of a man,” I
said, “the end of an evil idea brought forth by a fool. Look, he’s
stopped to say something. We should get closer.” Una shook her head
at me in refusal. “He’s justifying himself to his followers,” I
said. “He’s nothing but a Nazi.”

“He’s responsible for murdering several
people,” Stan broke in, “not for killing six million Jews. Watch
what you say in public. The press are everywhere. Don’t think for a
minute that we’ve gone unnoticed.”

Except for Una, all of us looked right and
left as though to make sure we were alone, but after all, I knew
Stan assessed it correctly, and oddly enough, even though I’d
expected it, the attention Love Moses received, surprised me. “They
say he’s completely mad,” Una said, “and now that I’ve seen him,
I’m more inclined that it’s true.”

“If he’s crazy,” Mary said, “they won’t be
able to touch him.”

“I’m glad we’ve come tonight,” Una said,
“seeing him now, well, he’s nothing but a shriveled up old man, and
his followers are here, and seeing their thin bodies and worn old
clothes is sad, but when the press flash their cheerless faces all
over the world, that’s when people will know that a bad thing came
into being and is now being brought to justice.”

“Yes, wait until they see him,” I agreed.
“They’re expecting a vibrant and inspired leader. He’s
decrepit.”

“You’ve done well, Christian,” Una said and
hugged me. “I’m proud of you. God bless you.”

“That’s right,” Mary joined in, “you’ve
every right to be proud about your instrumental role in bringing
this day about. He fought extradition right up to the end. He’s
truly afraid. It’s almost completely behind us now. Sally and Susan
would be proud of you.”

Love Moses and Divine Love passed where we
stood, and for a moment, they had a clear look at us. “He knows who
we are,” Una whispered.

It was true, I saw the recognition on his
face, and then the throng swallowed him up again. “What a lecher,”
Mary said. “I guess he is sane after all.”

“They call this closure now,” Una said, “but
it sure feels like victory.”

I smiled and wished it felt like victory. I
returned to work, and in the months ahead, spent almost all my time
at the office. Isaac told me sometime after this that I was now
called, The Monk. Stan turned sixty on July 20, 1992 and we held a
party at The Vanderbilt Office. He said he would remain on the
board and work two or three days a week. It was about this time
that Divine Love received immunity from the government and reverted
back to her original name, Sabrina Light. She confirmed that Love
Moses ordered the creation of The Hostility Branch, the murder of
Rick Edwards, Barry Wall, Anna Chapati, and Sally Tappet. She
couldn’t confirm, but lent credence to the idea, that Tim Daniels
also had a hand with the killing of Susan Garland, Graham Robert,
and Hiroyuki Nakamura.

In the fall of the next year, she was
reportedly killed in an automobile accident. I took notice of it,
but Josh couldn’t discover anything suspicious about her death. By
1996, I owned and controlled much of a trimmed-down Tappets. I
realized I had become a bit of a hermit and Una, Mary, and Stan,
complained about it, but I ran the company successfully and since
they were the direct recipients of that windfall, what could they
really say? I continued to live at home, but was seldom there.

Many a night in a hotel room left me
depressed. My name kept coming up in the papers as the most
eligible bachelor in New Jersey. I supposed that was a joke.

On Saturday, February 7, 1998, in Los
Angeles, California, I attended an unveiling ceremony for Rick
Edwards at Splinter-Pearl Park, now Edward’s Gardens. Although the
temperature had risen steadily, a cool breeze blew in the grassy
park which fell out to a wooded area. The temporary stage I stood
on, was adjacent to a monument which had just been unveiled by
Janice Edwards. It was a large stone carving of Rick Edwards
surrounded by an extensive flower garden, mostly annuals, but some
bushes and flowering trees. The statue, bolted to a huge polished
granite boulder, held a memorial tablet on either side, giving a
short history of Rick Edwards and FOCUS.

It had been built only a few miles from
where Rick had been assassinated. Rick’s family, including his
oldest son Adam’s four grown children, and his wife, Isabel, stood
on stage with Janice Edwards and myself. An enormous orange-brown
apartment-building complex off to my right and a highway overpass,
no more than a half a mile to the north, could be seen from the
stage. I could hear the traffic and the sound of horns off in the
distance.

Adam was about his father’s height but
wasn’t plain-looking like Rick had been, but rather muscular and
fashionably dressed. With his prominent brown eyes, shaved head,
and broad smile, his dad’s dynamic inner self seemed to have
manifested itself outwardly. As for Janice Edwards, she had gained
some weight since I had last seen her, but to me, pretty much
looked the same. She had already spoken to the crowd of over
fifteen hundred people and her speech was inspirational. I admired
her greatly. At age fifty-one, she remained devoted to the cause of
her late husband.

On stage with me, also stood Josh and Yan,
as well as three famous people from the cult intervention movement
as they now called it, the head of Cult News Network, the creator
of Vanguard Week, and the author of the best selling book,
Combating Cult Mind Control, all ex-cultists, and all who would
speak after me. After a few words about what a great dad Rick
Edwards was, Adam introduced me to the audience. Many of them were
members of FOCUS or former cultists who had been deprogrammed using
Rick’s methods. I received a warm welcome and was happy for that. I
usually faced sympathetic audiences at work and didn’t know what
kind of reception I would receive here. I mentioned how in April of
1993, over ninety Branch Davideans, an outbreak of the cultist and
doomsday teachings of Seventh Day Adventists and Jehovah’s
Witnesses, died. Large speakers at the back of the crowd, gave my
voice a strange echo effect. Vernon Wayne Howell, a.k.a. David
Koresh, from Waco, one time wrote: ‘I have seven eyes and seven
horns. My Name is the Word of God and I ride on a white horse. I am
here on earth to give you the Seventh Angel’s Message. I talked
about how in 1996 over thirty cultists of the Heaven’s Gate Group
in Los Angeles, committed suicide to meet their believed destiny
with a spacecraft and how last year 10,000 people were helped by
FOCUS.

When my short speech was done, the applause
was sustained, and when I shook Janice and Adam’s hands, a
translucent event occurred. In the back of the crowd, I suddenly
caught sight of the weathered figure of Tim Daniels out of the
corner of my eye. A shudder passed through my entire body. I was
certain it was him. “Tim Daniels is here,” I whispered to Josh
stepping to the side of the stage and pointing. We both rushed off
the stage even as the crowd continued to applaud, Yan followed
directly behind us. We ran to the back of the park only to catch
sight of a bright red Jeep speeding away. When we reached my car,
we found the four tires slashed.

“Shit!” Josh said.

I watched the Jeep disappear. I didn’t know
if every person’s occupation was written on his person or not, but
certainly for Tim Daniels it was the case. The man undoubtedly
looked like the predator he had become, a psychotic killer and I
could pick him out in a crowd. “This means he is hunting me,” I
said sadly, thinking of The First Law of Life for orphans.

Neither Josh nor Yan disputed it. The next
week, I entered into an agreement with Josh to hunt him down and
kill him. Both Stan and Mary disapproved of it, but Una asked them
what else I could do.

Una had told me that Gandhi had one time
said that a great orator is to be feared, that he was dangerous
because men killed for ideological beliefs and could be moved by an
inspired speaker to murder others. She was reading, The Essential
Writings and Speeches of Martin Luther King Jr., in tandem with the
Time Warner Audio Book, A Knock at Midnight, the original
recordings of Martin Luther King, Jr. Gandhi’s criticism hadn’t
applied to Martin Luther King, Jr. He’d always been careful to
promote democratic values and nonviolence, just like Gandhi
himself, and John Locke. All of them were believers, but they had
all preached tolerance. I wasn’t a believer nor ideological, just
afraid for myself and the ones I loved.

In March 2000, more than a thousand cultists
of the Movement of the Restoration of the Ten Commandments of God
at Entebbe, Uganda committed suicide or were murdered, most were
burned to death. Joseph Kibwetere, their leader, claimed to talk
personally to the Virgin Mary. I’d have never believed Jimmy Jones’
horrible record of the number of murder-suicide victims would have
been topped. At Jonestown, the international media played the story
for days, the story at Entebbe didn’t last one news cycle. America
was sick of hearing about cults.

I threw myself into my work again. When I
was younger, I had thought that I could make Tappets one of the
most thriving companies in the world. I’d now realized a much
smaller goal. To be a modern industrial giant, you needed to take
on a sort of credit expansion which gambled your future away. It
would have destroyed the founding principle that Una, Mary, and
Stan, lived by.

By September, 2000, Mary and Stan had
decided to purchase an expansive home in Jamaica and live part of
the year there with Una. I was none too happy about this decision,
but they didn’t ask my opinion. I think they had both come to
realize that Tim Daniels was going to kill every soul close to me
and that their best tactic was to get away. They must have sensed
the inevitable First Law of Life for those born unlucky, especially
orphans, and had conceded. I feared they were right to do so.
Security at the mansion was tight. Josh practically lived there,
but Mary and Stan wanted out. I’d to decide to buy it from them or
sell it. More than once Mary had brought up the topic, Stan was
more patient, but I just couldn’t bring myself to a decision. Isaac
became my number two man as Mary, Una, and Stan slowly bowed out of
Tappets, and two months later, their new mansion in Jamaica was
ready. They now worked very seldom from the New Jersey offices, and
though they were on call for me, I seldom needed their advice on
the day to day operations, and long term planning we did in
person.

Isaac was enthusiastic about
‘continentalizing,’ as he called it, and selling off our European
and Asian assets, settling out with Una, Mary and Stan, and in
general, making the whole Tappets’ structure completely America,
that is, in either South or North American. With the North American
Free Trade Agreement in place, I saw the wisdom in this and we
began to plan ahead for it, but like a lot of events in my life, it
immediately took on a design and time-frame of its own. It came to
fruition within months, at least on paper; it of course would need
more time to get it all behind us.

One night when Una, Mary and Stan were in
town, they dropped over and made supper for me. I think they had
chosen that night to muscle me on the house. It was a Thursday in
November and the table was set exceptionally topnotch and the meal
was one of my favorites; Una was a dynamo.

After we sat and said grace, Mary swallowed
a glass of wine in one shot and I knew I was going to have to
decide on the spot. “If you don’t take it,” she said, pouring
herself another glass, “I’ll sell it immediately.”

I looked at Stan, and he shrugged. This
meant he wanted nothing to do with the conversation. I could see
that she was all business. Several candles shone and reflected off
the silver chalice of white roses in the center of the table as we
ate. Una had brought them. “Take it,” Una said teasingly.

“You don’t have to take it, Love,” Mary
said, “Good memories come with the house, but bad as well. Since
Sally died, the only place that appeals to me is in Jamaica with
Una. You’re the President of Tappets, I think you can live where
you want. But Una wants you to keep the house. Dad doesn’t care one
way or the other. I say, if you don’t buy it from us, it goes. You
see there’s no compromise position for you to take.”

“Whatever will you do?” Una asked, teasing
me further.

“Tag-teaming me,” I said, “Do you have no
shame?”

“You control a huge industrial
organization,” Mary said, “yet you seem incapable of this one small
decision. Stan always says that wealth is a form of slavery, and
the Lord knows that I wouldn’t want you to work any harder, but
we’ve been talking about this for two years. Decide. You can see I
want to move on.”

“I’ll stay here for the time being and pay
the figure of two million.”

“We all know it’s worth three or four,” Stan
said.

“Fine then,” I said, “two and a half?”

“Done,” Mary said authoritatively and Una
rose to go to the kitchen. She walked with a hard limp because of a
recent fall. For a moment, I watched her as she cleared the table.
“I’m glad you’re keeping it, dear,” she said as she returned. “It’s
part of the family and everybody needs roots.”

I knew it was true, but it seemed to me, I’d
ruined any chance for the Tappets to put down roots. After dinner,
I arranged a limousine for the three of them to the airport, and
once they were off, I climbed the stairs to what use to be Mary’s
office. I caught my reflection in a full-length mirror. Compared to
the youthful orphan who first came here stealing flowers, I seemed
unrecognizable, once more, a complete stranger onto myself, and now
with a touch of grey – life flew by! I thought I looked a little
like a banker; an unfriendly loans officer. I hated the idea of my
lost youth, and in truth, I fantasized about revenging myself on
The Family of Truth now, but of course, what was the point? They
were all gone except for Tim Daniels: Dead, imprisoned, or lost in
the shuffle, a pathetic waste of life.

I checked the mail on line from my
management team and for several hours dealt with the issues that
they faced, then, I poured myself a rye and mineral water. I put on
Tchaikovsky’s Violin Concerto in D Major.

I had been instrumental at Columbia Records
for getting the vintage vinyl by the London Philharmonic Orchestra,
a quarter century old, to disk. This was among Stan’s favorite. I
thought of calling a young Jamaican woman I’d met through Josh and
Ashe, but by car it would be at least an hour and put me out of
sorts for my meetings in the morning, none of which I could afford
to put off. Just recently I’d envisioned relinquishing control of
Tappets, provoked in part by Una, Mary, and Stan’s departure to
Jamaica. Though the nineties had been rewarding for us
economically, many major headaches arose currently which I simply
wasn’t looking forward to handling alone. While I worked, I heard a
noise downstairs and looked at my watch.

“Josh,” I called out, thinking it might be
him. No answer came and I unlocked a drawer in my desk, taking out
a small Ruger 38 and dropping it into my pocket. Tim Daniels, and
where he would strike next, never strayed far away from my mind.
“Josh,” I called again.

Another reason to sell the mansion was that
it was too large for a single person no matter how secure it had
been built. After a quick search, turning off the lights behind me,
I passed through a long wide hallway acting as both the
laundry-storage room and an unfrequented corridor to the
garage.

When I came to the entrance to the garage, I
gasped and swore to myself a harsh, “Jesus Christ!”

Between the two 2001 Mercedes which faced
me, one white, one black, Josh sat tied to a plain wooden chair
with duct tape over his mouth and blood trickling from his nose.
His eyes were open and I rushed to his side, only to catch sight
out of the corner of my eye as though a forgotten ghost: Lloyd
Mills.

“Goddamn!” I cursed, stumbling back.

He had a revolver in his hand and wore his
hair slicked back now, giving his face an outright ruthless look.
It might not have been just this single effect distorting his face.
He seemed to have lost more weight, if that was even possible, and
his narrow cheeks and resentful eyes completely took away whatever
former attractiveness he had.

“Christian,” he said in a low calm voice,
“it’s been a long time.”

The words themselves came out eerily. I
caught Josh’s eyes signaling something. I felt someone behind me
and a shudder shot through me as I spun and saw the pale haunting
face of Tim Daniels, a man morphed into a wizened semblance of his
former self. He cracked me over the head with something in his
hand, a pistol I think, and when I woke, I too had been tied to a
chair and gagged, not far from Josh, whose face I could see. I
realized I couldn’t have been out for more than a few minutes. I
tested the bonds and looked around. I had been tied expertly, my
hands behind my back and my legs taped firmly to the legs of the
chair. Both cars were parked on either side of Josh and me, so that
we were sandwiched, and partially hidden, by them.

What was Tim up to? Was it true, as I had so
often heard from the police after the murder of Sally, that he’d
gone completely psycho? Would we be tortured or just murdered? If I
was to be killed, why hadn’t they already done it? Then, there was
Lloyd. How did he fit in? Who’d found who? The faint scent of
petrol couldn’t hide my body odor; I knew it from my days in court:
The smell of my own fear, a fear one feels when death is close by,
when the reaper is within reach, like that morning at the Grand
Hyatt all those years ago when I’d tried to commit suicide. I
thought of Stan. What would he do now in this time of need? For
some unknown reason, this made me feel anger, I’d Sally’s killer
within my grasps but I was on the wrong end of the barrel, but this
remained secondary to fear. However, even in the garish light of
the garage, my fear lessened as the minutes ticked by. I closed my
eyes and slept.

When I awoke, I saw that Josh had taken my
lead and was sleeping too. I heard something behind me and then saw
Tim hop up to sit on the hood of the black Mercedes only two feet
away from Josh. He was eating something—a power bar—and had placed
his gun in his lap. What had once been a sincere contemplative
young religious man in Thought Jacob had grown through the decades
into a masquerade misshaped by obvious facial ticks which dark
pleasures bring, the pockmarks of a nervous disorder, and unfeeling
appalling eyes. Josh awoke and Lloyd came into my sights, dawning a
smile which distorted his face, and there we were, all four of
us.

“I remember being tied to a chair,” Lloyd
said softly as though to himself, “and you being on the other side
of the gun. How does it feel? Not so great, I’d wager. I loved
Sally but her fate befell her in the light of an unhealthy desire
for revenge, a desire to which you two fuckers have grown devoted,
but Mr. Daniels and I aren’t here for these base motives, nor to
even go over the past, nor to justify our past behavior. What has
happened is done. The four of us are here for the same reason. To
stay alive, and if everything goes well, no one gets hurt and no
one will be the wiser. Mr. Daniels needs me to facilitate the
exchange of funds from Tappet’s accounts to ours. We want five
million American dollars each. We’d like more – you’re capable of
much more, Christian, as we all well know – but for you, ten
million is a doable proposition without the need for anyone.
Burgess is here, just in case you were wondering, to do our leg
work, plus we would like to keep our eyes on him while we are doing
business with you. It seems that he’s always on the hunt for Mr.
Daniels. Has he ever been off the Tappets’ payroll since your
trial? My new business partner, here, is damn fed up with it, sir,
and tired of running. Right, Mr. Daniels?” Tim nodded. “This is
what we will guarantee if you agree to pay,” Lloyd continued, “and
of course, permanently call off Mr. Burgess.”

Lloyd reached into his jacket-pocket and
showed me several recent photographs of Una, Mary and Stan in their
new home in Jamaica, clear photos, very close up. “When Mr. Daniels
and I met,” he said, “he was making plans to do more than visit
them.”

He looked over at Tim who jumped down and in
one jerk, ripped off my gag. “How did you get in here?” I shouted,
my lips throbbing in pain. Tim punched me in the face and I saw
stars for a minute and tasted blood.

“Do you agree to meet all our demands?”
Lloyd asked. I nodded. “How soon can you move the money into our
accounts?”

I looked over at Josh. Would they take the
money and kill us anyway? Probably. Should I stall for time?
Probably, but I could feel the gun in my pocket. They hadn’t
searched me and if I agreed to everything quickly, they’d untie my
hands to let me carry out the exchange. Should I take the chance?
“Immediately,” I whispered.

Lloyd’s eyes opened wide in surprise and he
traded a glance with Tim who nodded. “Do you mean by the morning?”
he asked.

“I can transfer it over the web right now if
your accounts have complete electronic access and then you can
check the transfer independently by cell.”

Lloyd and Tim left the garage to confer and
I breathed in deep breaths trying to calm myself. “Josh,” I
whispered, “are you armed?” He shook his head. “I am,” I said
softly, “if they untie my hands, I’ll shoot them both.”

Josh vigorously shook his head. Tim and
Lloyd returned, and then, Tim slapped my face with lacerating
force. I almost passed out. “One single miscue,” he whispered.
“I’ll kill you with pleasure.”

I could taste the blood in my mouth again.
Tim untied my legs and pushed me along with Lloyd trailing us, and
sat me before my computer, then, Tim untied my hands and I at once
jumped to my feet seizing the Ruger. I aimed point-blank at Tim’s
head and pulled the trigger. It clicked several times and Tim
punched me in the face with a short guttural chuckle. I’d forgotten
to load it. Stars exploded before my eyes and the gun fell to the
floor. This time, I passed out. When I awoke my nose was still
bleeding. I think it was broken.

“Please, Christian,” Lloyd pleaded,
“transfer the money now, before he kills you.” With my nose
bleeding and head pounding, I sat in my chair, and within minutes,
moved five million dollars into each account. Lloyd phoned Zürich
to double-check. “Let’s be off,” he said cheerfully when he’d hung
up. Tim raised his pistol to my head, looking into my eyes with a
smile, but Lloyd grabbed his arm as he shot, and the bullet only
grazed me. I fell back.

“You said no killing if I got you the
money,” Lloyd said. “Now, keep your word!”

Tim taped up my hands and legs to the chair,
and they left together, but Tim had taped sloppily, and by this
alone, I knew he intended to come back to finish me off as soon as
he could get rid of Lloyd. I rocked the chair back and forth until
it fell over. I kicked off my shoes and squirmed out of my pants,
scrambling to my feet in my briefs and bending down at the desk so
I could pull out the third drawer. With my hands behind my back, I
felt for a box of bullets, then rushed around looking for the
Ruger. I heard footsteps on the stairs. “Hurry!” I urged
myself.

I found the pistol under a plant, and with
the shells in one palm, the gun in the other, both hands still
behind my back, I raced in my briefs down the back stairs and
through the pantry into the kitchen. I placed the gun and shells on
a chair, climbed on the counter under a muted light and drew out a
cutting knife with a twelve-inch blade from its casing. I held it
behind my back and easily cut the tape.

I caught my reflection in the mirror as I
loaded the Ruger, or should I say, I caught the reflection, once
more, of a complete stranger. My face had dried blood on it and my
hair was matted with blood from the three blows. As well, my eyes
were alive with agitation, I no longer looked like a banker or an
unfriendly loans-officer, and that at least was some
improvement.

Placing the remaining shells in my jacket, I
crept out to the garage, again turning off the lights as I went.
Was Josh still okay? There hadn’t yet been shots. I slowly opened
the door and peeked in. From Josh’s eyes, I saw that Tim hid
somewhere nearby. I quietly retraced my steps through the laundry
room to a telephone and dialed 911. The house was dark but I caught
a flicker of movement and dropped to my hands and knees. The phone
landed several meters away. I heard the operator’s voice come on, a
plain spoken female voice. I fired one shot blindly down the
hallway toward where I had come. I scrambled under a dinner table
and over to a tall oak buffet.

A shot was fired and grazed the buffet. I
ducked to the floor again, turned and fired in the direction of the
shot. A cold sweat came to me. I reloaded with shaking hands. I put
my back against the side of a wide wall-unit, finding some
protection on two sides. I waited for several seconds to go by, and
when flashlights appeared on the window, I nearly jumped out of my
skin, but then crouched down. “Police,” came the sharp shouts, but
I didn’t answer.

I heard retreating steps running on the
stairs and I raced through the pantry up the backstairs just in
time to see Tim make the top of the stairs. He saw me as well.

For some inexplicable reason, The First Law
of Life must have fled the mansion at that moment.

I fired first, hitting him in the shoulder
with a lucky shot. I jumped to my feet triumphantly, crying out in
joy, and fired repeatedly into his chest and head, then reloaded
quickly before the police came, and emptied the chambers at him
again as I kicked him backwards down the bloodied stairs. For a
moment, all noise receded and I sat on the top step, rejoicing as
the blood formed in a pool around his body below. To my surprise, a
calmness overcame me and my nose-bleed stopped.

“Put your hands into the air!” a harsh voice
said from behind.

I raised my hands high, and several sets of
arms seized me from behind and pushed me roughly to the floor, but
I really didn’t mind. “Check the garage,” I said softly when the
lights came on. “Detective Burgess is tied up down there.” My voice
was just a whisper as though I talked to myself. “Show him some
respect too, unlike me, he does this for a living, and I can tell
you, it’s no easy job.”

Within an hour, the police and ambulance had
gone.

I phoned Una Mary and Stan and told them
what had happened. They were relieved that the dangerous turn of
events had gone my way. I cleaned up the blood and took a
shower.

Peter Burgess came by the next day to tell
me Lloyd Mills had escaped, possibly via JFK. Peter had patches of
gray hairs showing on the sides, but generally looked his old self.
I returned to work on Monday as though nothing had happened, but of
course, it had made the papers and everyone around me was gossiping
all day. I didn’t care.

I was at my office on 9/11. We all stopped
and watched CNN, CNBC, and the other news networks. I remember how
it came to me like a science-fiction movie, jumbo-jets slicing into
skyscrapers, surely it was a joke, but no. My disbelief lasted all
day and none of us at the office could turn away from the windows
or the televisions even as the dust-cloud came toward us.

As the days passed, my disbelief turned to
anger. I felt I knew what made those eighteen young men kill
themselves. They themselves were high jacked as teenagers, just
like Sally. They did it for an ideal that they didn’t understand,
for a heaven of which no one has any proof, or of a supernatural
being no one can agree on.

Claude Vorilhon, the media-thirsty head of
the worldwide Raelian cult, an alleged ‘atheist-religion’ believes
Elohim, an alien race of beings who started the human race through
cloning, communicates through him to mankind. They’re claiming to
be cloning human-beings. Vorilhon asserts that the French Secret
Service and the CIA are out to assassinate him that his followers
may have to be prepared to die for him. In the late 2000s, cults
like Landmark Education, Scientology, and the Art of Living grew
incrementally innocuous and were marketed for those with
middle-class middle-age naïveté who had in their high school years
rejected reason as a tool to manage their lives. They turned away
from secular or political idealism to the supernatural, embracing
gurus on the right, science fiction in the center and sharmas on
the left. The cults are all as dumb as dirt but are now slickly
packaged to fool the unsuspecting and disillusioned soul.

Although I killed Tim Daniels, I found out
that he too had been an orphan, and that The First Law of Life for
orphans and people born unlucky had not been utterly defeated at
all. I dread to even visit Una, Mom and Dad any longer for fear of
bringing on calamity. I thought I could outrun it, ignore it, join
it, defeat it, pay it off, but no. I had read that some people
believe that if you are born unlucky, you can’t defeat the first
law no matter what you do. It is predestined. I have resigned
myself to this inevitable truth.
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