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“And now, without further ado, here’s your Valedictorian for the Graduating Class of 1986, Gretchen Hacklyn!”

Thunderous applause.

There was some booing and hissing, too.

I wanted to stand, draw my Browning, pointed it at them and announce, “That’s my niece you’re disrespecting,” but didn’t.

I was sitting on a bleacher seat, the top row, in a gymnasium, with my sister, Ann, Gretchen’s mother and her husband, Geoff, Gretchen’s father.

They were corporate lawyers.

To this day, I’ve never had the guts to ask Geoff how he felt about Ann keeping her maiden name; and Ann’s demand that Hacklyn was going to be Gretchen’s last name.

And, to this day, I still don’t know Geoff’s last name.

Maybe it’s Hacklyn.

Gretchen was clad in leather from head-to-toe.

She had her diploma in one hand and a purse was slung over her shoulder.

She wore a chain around her waist, like Luke Cage; and her hair was slicked back. 

All the other boys and girls wore suits and tuxedos and dresses.

I was proud of Gretchen, even though she hated my guts.  She was her own person, for now, sometimes to her detriment, but never to the detriment of others.

At least, not on purpose, I think, but her following speech sure challenged that assumption.

Alison Hacklyn, she who birthed Ann and I, our mother, was sitting next to me.

“If you can make it through the night without killing anyone, I might update my will and include your name.  How does a dollar sound?”

“You look beautiful, Mom.”

“Save that for your bar hussies.”

Gretchen hated guns, but she sure knew how to defend herself.  She had a black belt in Shotokan Karate.  She was very beautiful, but most of the other boys were terrified of her.  I couldn’t blame them.

She walked up to the podium and cleared her throat before speaking into the microphone.

The teachers were sitting together and most of them looked dreadfully unhappy.

The principal, a supercilious dweeb named Dudley Duright, poor guy, was compulsively adjusting his toupee.  A lot of kids noticed and chuckled.

Gretchen said, “I know what I’m supposed to say.  I’m supposed to express gratitude to all of you women and so-called men, sitting there, the entitled, with your six-hour work days and your two month vacations and your guaranteed pensions, no matter how hard you suck, until your failed, useless lives finally end.”

Suffice to say, there were gasps, from kid and adult alike.

I was the only laughing.

Go, Gretchen, go!

Ann squeezed my hand and sharply said, “Lee!”

Geoff and Alison rubbed their eyes in perfect synchronization.

I said, “You should give her credit, Ann.  She’s like her mother.  She’s not dull.”

“I wasn’t hoping for Marcia Brady, but I’d be thrilled with dull.”

Gretchen folded her diploma, more gasps, stuck it under her armpit, opened her purse, pulled out a package of Blue Buzzards, helped herself to one and lit it.

She took a deep drag and said, “All of you pearl-clutchers should be delighted.  I’ve given you something to talk about for the rest of your lives.  Heaven, like such a place exists, forbid that any of you might want to talk about your achievements.  That’s kind of hard to do, I guess, when you don’t have any.  Let me ask you something, my friends.  What exactly have you learned for the last five years from these nicely dressed people?  You learned that Na is the periodic term for salt.  You learned that the square root of four is two.  You learned that Christopher Columbus discovered American in 1492.  What you didn’t learn was the names of all the diseases he brought with him.”

I was crying the same way Mom cries while she watches her stories. 

Nobody else was laughing.

She punched my arm and said, “I blame you for this.  The smoking, too.”

“I never encouraged her, Mom.  And is there anything you don’t blame me for?”

“A dollar is too much for you.”
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Gretchen went on for about another hour.

Holy Moley!

Here are some highlights:

“The world will never change until all men agree that women are the superior race.”

“The world will never change until all white people are forced to have the word “racist” tattooed on their foreheads.”

“The world will never change until a global government is established with myself as Supreme Leader.”

“You know, in preparing for this, I was asked to read Valedictorian speeches from previous years. I read a couple.  One was pretty much the same as the other.  Like reading government propaganda.  The girls who wrote that stuff were gutless slaves.”

For the grand finale, she took her lighter, set her diploma on fire, dropped it the floor, put it out with her army boots, where the hell did she get those, and the fire alarm went off.

“Let’s burn this male-run world down and replace it with something better!  But not tonight!  Tonight...WE PARTY!”

Around nine pm, I was in my Queens one-bedroom apartment and sitting in my decrepit couch, ah, duct tape, the world would be far darker without you, watching a new episode of Dynasty on my VCR and wondered if I was going to die alone.

Tonight’s Episode:  Krystle and Alexis Catfight...Again.

My phone rang.

If it was another telemarketer, I was going to shoot my phone.

“Lee!  Ah-ah!  Savior of the Universe!”

“Uncle Lee?  It’s Gretchen.  I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m in trouble.”

“Where are you?”
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I parked my Charger across the street from a surreal scene of chaos and pandemonium.

If the Russians were watching this scene unfold from a spy satellite, they’d launch their nukes right now.

Maybe this is what Rome looked like when it fell.

I was in Roxbury, a sub-community of Queens.

It was nearly eleven and like the Stargate from 2001:  A Space Odyssey, the sky was full of stars.

Below them, dozens of obviously plastered high school grads were decorating an oak tree with toilet paper.

Hungry Like The Wolf was blasting from a three story house.

I took it for granted, for the time being, that Mom and Dad weren’t home.

When the cat’s away, indeed.

A lot of kids were on their knees, puking; and more than a few were passed out.

There was a lot of making out, and groping, and it all looked enthusiastically consensual, as far as I could tell.

The lights were out in all of the nearby houses.

See no evil, hear no evil.

The future of America.

Drain?

Here we come.

Or maybe I was just getting old.

I entered the living room.

“Gretchen!” 

The music was so loud, I don’t think anyone heard me.

Or cared to.

The room was at full capacity, standing room only.

The air stank of pot and vomit and nobody paid any attention to me, the old man at the club, so to speak.

I saw one of Gretchen’s ex-boyfriends, sprawled on his back, his mouth caked with dry puke, a nice kid regrettably named Kent Clarke.

I grabbed his lapels and gave him a little shake.

“Wake up, Superman.”

“What?  Oh, hi, Lee.”

“Where’s Gretchen?”

“Who’s that?”

I gently laid him down, he pissed himself, then passed out.

I went upstairs to the second floor.

“Gretchen!”

“Uncle Lee!”

She was in the last bedroom down the hall.

The door was open.

She was on a bed, still garbed in her leather ensemble.

She was surrounded by seven shirtless boys.

Mind.

Lost.

By the time I was done with them, which wasn’t long, they were bleeding and battered and broken and apologetic.

Gretchen threw her arms around me and I carried her off the bed.

“I’m sorry, Uncle Lee, I’m sorry.”

Her breath was flammable.

“Shhh, shhh.  There, there, baby girl.  I’m taking you home.”
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