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Chapter One: The Fire


My name is Addison Caldwell, and I am an
insufferable smartass. My best friend is Cillian James, known in
most teen circles as CJ; they say we are two peas in a pod, though
I prefer the expression kindred spirits. My other best friend is
Joey Brosco. Somehow, Joey managed to get Cillian and me through
school without expulsion. Trust me, it was no simple task; Cillian
and I were a handful. Though, when those inclined asked Joey,
“How’d you pull it off,” he would offer a cavalier shrug, implying
it was a task one could complete with one hand tied behind their
back, and tell them, “It was nothing.” Anyway, I would like to tell
you a story—assuming you can spare a few hours—of an unlikely
journey that began on the streets of Philadelphia and ended several
hundred miles away on a farm in Western Pennsylvania. It was the
summer of '77 when the unthinkable assailed three city rats. Rest
assured, it is not my fondness for teenage hyperbole talking; the
unthinkable did occur; the summer of '77 ended up a season for the
ages. But a story must have a beginning. So, first things
first:

I was three-quarters of the way through my
thirteenth year, and by most accounts, “a real piece of work” when
someone enlightened me that I, with no compunction, was heading
straight for the abode of the damned. Yessiree, I was blazing a
path to you know where. And why was this, might you ask? And who
was the “someone?” My next-door neighbor, the inexhaustibly snooty
Maryellen McNamara, represented the “someone.” As for the why?
Maryellen had just turned fourteen and developed yet another among
her array of exasperating habits. The most current one? Advocating
the theory that her three-month head start in life—despite the
inculcation of Catholic School bullshit—endowed her with wisdom far
superior to mine, and in weaponizing that wisdom, she informed me
with delight bordering on antagonism—the evidence was her snarky
puss—that masturbation ranked as a sin. You should have seen that
smirk of hers; I’m telling you, you would have required a hand
large enough to palm a basketball or beat off a rhinoceros to slap
it off. And based on the satisfaction it provided her, you would
have thought she had a crystal ball or peephole to spy into my
bedroom, and because we were next-door neighbors living in
adjoining city rowhomes, the latter seemed possible. My paranoia
beset me so palpably I could have choked on it, and not because a
staunch Catholic accused me of reckless self-indulgence; it was
over the possibility that I was spied on and had a routine to which
I was unwitting. Christ, I was traumatized! And the more I allowed
Maryellen to engage me on the subject, the more under my skin she
burrowed. Finally, our encounter reached an unfortunate pinnacle: I
was beginning to accept the theory that her fourteen years to my
measly thirteen-and-three-quarters was no narrow passageway but a
chasm where amassed was all the world’s wisdom, which she devoured
like a ravenous wolverine, leaving me the bare bones of useless
trivia.

“But wait, you haven’t heard the worst part,
Addison.” Maryellen frothed with the satisfaction one derives when
keeping meticulous records tantamount to empirical evidence,
yielding supreme confidence. “It’s a known fact that when you reach
the five-hundredth time, you go blind! And not little by little,
but all at once!”

Maryellen snapped her creamy white fingers
to indicate how quickly the lights would go out on ol’ Addison
Caldwell. The snap would not have been so impressive if Maryellen
had short, stubby digits. Instead, she was blessed with long,
slender, and graceful fingers; the sort a guy, unless he is an
idiot, would want to see navigating their way through his chest
hair, assuming he had any, on the way down to where he imagines
Maryellen touching him when busy contributing to his blindness.

Giddiness over informing a boy coming-of-age
that he would go blind from too much onanism must be considered
cherry-picking, even for a Catholic Schoolgirl in the 1970s. What
made Maryellen truly euphoric was watching me zip through
calculations in my head while pretending not to fret over a matter
anyone would deem a cause for concern: For example, the
consequences hastened by an alleged milestone. My effort was not
only a failure but a colossal one! (I’m not typically this
gullible.) Unfortunately, what happens to most guys also happens to
yours truly when in the presence of a girl with whom my penis would
appreciate achieving a certain level of familiarity; my bullshit
detector, which in the past has proved reliable, goes haywire. Thus
far, according to my rough calculations (my attention span did not
permit a deep dive), I was in the clear but would have to taper my
current trajectory if I planned to watch the Phillies in the
playoffs and not have my baseball fandom relegated to my transistor
radio.

The year was 1976; the Phillies had Mike
Schmidt and Steve Carlton and were a lock to win the National
League’s Eastern Division. They also had a puncher’s chance to make
it to the Series, providing The Big Red Machine from Cincinnati
conveniently underperformed while en route to a second straight
pennant. I shall save you the suspense: The Reds did not
underperform; they swept our upstart Phils in three straight. Easy
come, easy go. Still, if you lived in Philly in 1976, it would have
been an inconvenient time to go blind, and, at that moment, with
snarky Maryellen McNamara standing before me wearing a celebratory
smirk, I was far more fearful of blindness than I was of the
hellfire she had me condemned to for obliterating a doctrinal
no-no. After all, hellfire would not likely occur until shortly
after my death. But who knows, maybe I’ll spend a century or two in
purgatory; guys like me tend to present a dilemma. Blindness, on
the other hand, should I maintain my present trajectory, would
strike sometime in mid-October. It was already the ides of May!

Had Maryellen enlightened me about the
unfortunate consequences of masturbation a year ago, it would not
have carried a note of relevance. You see, last year, the
Philadelphia public school system decided to add sex education to
its seventh-grade curriculum. Mr. Hubert, our vice-principal,
taught sex-ed to the boys. He was a real piece of work, Mr. Hubert,
and a big, fat bastard, too. In other words, he did not appear
capable of practicing even the least ambitious aspects of what he
was assigned to teach.

Meanwhile, Mrs. Lincoln—she styled her snow
white hair in short sculpted curls that she accented with a blue
rinse, wore a pearl necklace ala Pat Nixon, a dress that would have
well-suited Lady Bird Johnson, and smelled like patchouli oil—was
assigned the task of enlightening adolescent girls to the pitfalls
of womanhood, most notably the dreaded sperm cell and how failing
to adhere to measures of extreme caution, with abstinence heading
the list, could flush all their lofty ambitions down the proverbial
crapper. It was weeks before the girls would even walk near us
boys, much less act friendly, and all because the school entrusted
sex education to a penile antagonist. “And this is a public
school,” Cillian James cried despondently. “I don’t even want to
imagine what they’re teaching up the street!” Up the street was
where the virtuous Maryellen McNamara, five days a week, transports
her unsullied vagina. “It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if they
warn the girls that sperm is an airborne virus,” Cillian added.

Also, there raged a debate
over what could more effectively wilt an erection: spotting a
topless Mrs. Lincoln or a bottomless Mr. Hubert? We kept no
official tally; it marked but one of those juvenile debates that
provide idiotic young men the opportunity to summon their comedic
genius: Hey Addison, my prick was so hard,
I could have used it to chisel my grave, but then I caught a
glimpse of Mrs. Lincoln… I’m sure you get
the picture.

As for Mr. Hubert? A man of his imposing
size deserves props for keeping his necktie straight and his shirt
tucked in. Big, fat guys often have a helluva time keeping their
clothes neat; I’m sure you’ve noticed. For example, by the third
period, Mr. Hoffhauser—a fifth-grade history teacher and big, fat
man in his own right—looked like a pile of laundry, like when your
mother dumps your clothes on your bed before ordering them folded
and promptly put away, or worse, how your unwashed clothes look
when spilling over the hamper and stinking up the room. Mr.
Hoffhauser, in my experience, was the rule. Mr. Hubert was the
exception, always neat as a pin.

Mr. Hubert was also a conservative who
preached to the point ad nauseam the importance of hard work,
conscientiousness, and preparation. I was uncertain what these
three worthy virtues had to do with sex. Perhaps I was a bit too
dismissive concerning preparation. Still, Mr. Hubert advocated for
these qualities because he believed a person stood a chance to
succeed if armed with them, no matter where they came from or how
disadvantaged their origins. Half the black students aligned
themselves with Mr. Hubert, the school’s first black administrator;
the other half dismissed him as “a coon.” I went home and asked my
dad, “What’s a coon?” and he readily chirped, “One of those marmots
that play dead, I believe.” It ranked as one of those conversations
that never had a chance. So I brought the question to my hippie
mother, who informed me, “A coon is an Uncle Tom.” Now we were
getting somewhere; I was somewhat familiar with the abolitionist
and author Harriet Beecher Stowe. I returned to school, having
aligned myself (only in theory) with the students who had aligned
themselves with Mr. Hubert. Meanwhile, hard work,
conscientiousness, and preparation were nowhere on the horizon.

As we embarked upon our journey into the
world of sex education, we did a fair amount of snickering at the
beginning, which Mr. Hubert expected, though he issued the stern
warning: “This is a serious class about a serious subject; there’ll
be no letter grades issued; it’s strictly a pass or fail
proposition.” He leaned on his clenched fists—those meaty balled-up
hands of his were flush to his desk—lurched forward and narrowed
his eyes before adding, “And trust me; this is not a class you will
want to fail.”

Mr. Hubert was right; it
would require someone of exceptional stupidity to want a failed
sex-ed class on his resume. The stigma could prove unbearable,
levying the sort of disgrace sure to follow a fellow around,
perhaps even travel with him to high school graduation and beyond.
And what girl would want to lose her virginity to a guy who failed
a subject when the subject was how and why to use his penis?
Hey, there goes Addison Caldwell, the dumb
bastard who flunked sex. We were warned!
Not only did the snickering stop, but we also came to understand
just how serious the subject of sex education was, especially when
Mr. Hubert enlightened us about a phenomenon known as nocturnal
emissions. Holy shit! Everyone’s smirky demeanor vanished faster
than it would take Maryellen McNamara to snap her lovely fingers; a
collective sense of foreboding burgeoned throughout the classroom.
Nocturnal emissions? We thought the girls were screwed having to
cope with bleeding once a month into sanitary napkins; just what in
the hell was a nocturnal emission? Nothing before in our young
lives sounded so daunting: not chickenpox, the removal of tonsils,
not even the forceful extraction of wisdom teeth! The term
“nocturnal emission” sounded technical and complicated, like alien
abduction or photosynthesis. Suddenly, adding hard work,
conscientiousness, and preparation to our lives seemed a friendlier
proposition. But then Mr. Hubert explained to us stricken
adolescents the whiteish and sticky substance that would come
spouting from our penises sometime during the night. He made it
seem like this mysterious substance would appear unannounced and
unprovoked, less was it a byproduct of inspiration. In other words,
he had us convinced its randomness was equal to getting shit on by
a bird.

Nevertheless, I turned to Cillian James and
said, “We sure dodged a bullet there.” Cillian and I figured we
would take whiteish, sticky ooze over a bloody crotch any day.
Semen versus blood, are you kidding me? It pays to be born male!
Okay, maybe men suffer more from alcoholism and drug addiction and
have higher suicide and incarceration rates; the ratio of the
latter is ten to one; it’s not all peaches and cream, you
understand. But, putting the extremes aside—when comparing shaving
and nocturnal emissions to bleeding once a month from an organ,
only to reach adulthood vulnerable to uterine, ovarian, and breast
cancer, and other potential stressors aided by trait neuroticism
and hyperactive amygdalae—if not for experiencing the utter
dominion the vagina has over the male species, who in their right
mind would want to be a woman?

****

The next day, every boy came to school
droopy-eyed from a condition commonly known as sleep deprivation.
The reason? All night we laid awake, confident our juvenile penises
would send forth a mysterious and undesirable substance. I am
confident there is nothing more mindless than waiting for your eyes
to adjust to the dark so that you can spend the night gazing at
your prick, all because you managed to convince yourself it owns
the capacity to function independently. But I was young. Concerning
stupidity, there would be numerous opportunities to ascend to
greater heights.

Poor Joey Brosco, the little bastard—Joey
was the smallest kid in our grade—he looked like he spent the night
locked in a junkyard with a starving Rottweiler or some other
food-deprived canine suited to tear an intruder to pieces. He was a
wreck! Joey was one of those needless worriers; in that respect, he
was more annoying than fourteen grandmothers, and all this business
of nocturnal emissions caused him to suffer a bout of delirium.
Anyway, before long, some of us, Cillian and me in particular,
figured out it would require more than imagining Theresa
Delvecchio’s breasts to bring forth the whiteish, sticky ooze we
were warned would appear sometime after our heads hit the pillow
and before the ringing of our alarm clocks—that Mr. Hubert’s fabled
substance would require additional encouragement in the form of
manual labor. Nature has a way; its coalescence with our
progressions is seamless and flawless. And we were proud of our
discovery, Cillian and I; it was like we started a movement! Okay,
maybe it failed to reach the heights to which the hula-hoop had
ascended, this masturbation craze we instigated, but it was a
movement nonetheless.

It was only a week since my initial
enlightenment, and I was already burning a path qualifying me as a
chronic self-indulger trending toward psychosis; otherwise,
behavior that led Maryellen McNamara to warn me of blindness and
hellfire. I could well imagine several decades from now Maryellen,
all in white, sitting on a white, puffy cloud in Heaven—her flowing
red hair contrasting magnificently amid all the
whiteness—surrounded by wreathed angels tooting horns and plucking
harps to the music of her favorite group, the Bee Gees, while I’m
down in hell choking, spitting, wheezing, coughing, vomiting,
suffocating, while having a helluva time dodging rape, torture,
fire, brimstone, poisonous snakes, and other hellish creatures
deprived of food—the latter grouping would not persist as a source
of menace because I was evil, or a malefactor, but undisciplined
and went blind!

And speaking of hell and its cozy aspects, I
began, while still in the presence of Maryellen’s affecting smirk,
to wonder whether the fires of hell resembled anything like Mr.
Stroud’s patio furniture the night it went up in flames.

Mr. Stroud could be a real sonofabitch, the
sort who relished the role of a curmudgeon. As for his face? It had
arranged itself into a scowl many assumed was permanent, and this
enduring feature bore a resemblance to a surly old Bulldog owning
the disposition of someone who had gone days deprived of a
meaningful bowel movement. To suggest the oldster never was seen
with his mouth creased into a smile was no inflation of the truth;
not even the Broad Street Bullies winning a second straight Stanley
Cup gave him a spark. “Hockey,” he grumbled. “It’s
Un-American.”

Meanwhile, Mrs. Stroud flitted about like a
goddamn sparrow. Her disposition seemed anomalous for someone
handcuffed to a gruff old Bulldog. Although you know what they say
about opposites? And you would think the Stroud’s daughter, Emily,
bringing their two-year-old granddaughter, Patrice, over for
Saturday afternoon visits would shine light into the life of one
who flourished in the role of a storm cloud hovering over a parade.
Not a chance! Mr. Stroud would stand in his backyard, arms folded,
posed like a vigilant crocodile, and watch his granddaughter pedal
her Big Wheel tricycle, his demeanor never approaching joy.
Sometimes, I would cough up a few minutes of my Saturday to observe
Mr. Stroud partaking in what, for him, passed for interacting with
a granddaughter; it was especially amusing on the Saturdays of
summertime when overseeing his tomato garden ranked as the
prevailing initiative. This heightened level of supervision turned
a man who would otherwise fall asleep holding the newspaper into a
hawk-eyed gorgon. And poor Patrice, all she seemed interested in
was getting her two-year-old hands wrapped around a plump, shiny
beefsteak. So Mr. Stroud spent his summer Saturdays ambling about
like a Border Collie, contorting himself in every which way to
steer Patrice away from those meticulously staked red orbs. I am
confident that grandfather and granddaughter triggered nightmares
for one another.

In his gruff way—for he was miserable, not
evil—Mr. Stroud adored Patrice. Still, the raising of homegrown
tomatoes in a city garden marked the true joy of his life; if
anyone dared to get too close to the fruits of his labor, his
reaction would lead one to suspect they had committed an act
parallel to breaching national security. And forget us boys having
the audacity to assemble in the driveway for a game of stickball:
Mr. Stroud would work himself into convulsions over the potential
harm that might befall his red orbs, he would bang on his kitchen
window to shoo us away, and when we met his banging with a
disinclination to skedaddle, he would shake his fist, and when
doing so his face would twist into that fierce Bulldog look for
which he had become so infamous. Before long, he would dash to the
phone and ring the police. Never too soon for Mr. Stroud, they
would appear—and it was always the same two: Officers Genco and
Morrison—and they would shake their heads apologetically for having
to chase us from the driveway. “Sorry, fellas, we’re just doing our
job. We don’t like it any better than you do.” And they did not
like it; men and women aspire to law enforcement to apprehend
criminals, not chase juveniles from city driveways. Then Richie
Costigan would always ask Genco and Morrison if they knew his
father, “Detective Costigan,” thinking it might sway the officers
to ignore Mr. Stroud and allow us to continue our game. It never
worked; Genco and Morrison always responded to Richie Costigan with
the line: “Yeah, yeah, kid, we know who your old man is, but we
still have a job to do.”

On Friday night, we went creeping into
Richie Costigan’s garage. His old man, “the detective,” had mounted
shelving wrapping around the garage walls, and atop all that
shelving sat no few-er than fifty gas cans! “What gives?” I asked.
Richie told me, “Remember the gas crisis a little while back? That
goddamn Arab embargo?”

“Sure, I remember,” I said. “Who doesn’t?
Everyone’s old man was grumbling like a sonofabitch.”

“Yeah, but my old man did something about
it: he went around the neighborhood siphoning gasoline from all
these poor suckers.” Richie beamed with pride, though I cannot
imagine why anybody would, over what even a morally bankrupt person
would view as a shameful deed. But that was Richie, always bragging
about his old man, “the detective,” the sonofabitch could do no
wrong. To hear Richie drone on about his old man, you would think
he was a combination of Mean Joe Green and Captain America, if not
eleven of the dirty dozen. “And whenever some shmuck dared to say
anything to my old man about siphoning gasoline, he would threaten
to have 'em locked up for looking cross-eyed or spitting on the
sidewalk. And he could do it, too, because he’s a detective.”

See what I mean? When it came to his old
man, it was blind admiration for Richie Costigan.

We grabbed one of the fifty gas cans from
the Costigan’s garage and headed straightaway to Mr. Stroud’s
backyard. His patio furniture was solid redwood, and we could tell
he had just refinished it; the smell of an oil-based stain was
still redolent. We doused the picnic table, benches, a chair, and a
chaise lounge and then struck as many stick matches as it took to
torch the entire ensemble; then we tore down the driveway and hid
behind a Privet hedge dense enough to keep us obscured. Initially,
we had it in our minds to torch the tomato garden. But Mr. Stroud
could have replaced it with a few dollars’ worth of plants, if not
a fifty-cent pack of seeds, whereas the patio furniture would
really sting. Never mind that burning wood would make a more
impressive show than burning plants. And we were right; you should
have seen those flames! They rose so high they licked the
clothesline. But not for long: the rope incinerated; it took
seconds. It was not until flames consumed the entire set that Mr.
Stroud came bursting through the back door and did so like he was
the one on fire. I couldn’t help but admire his agility; for an
older man, he could really skedaddle! Then, with fury, he
un-cranked his hose from a wall mount but not before letting fly
the coarsest language ever heard and in the loudest shouts ever to
echo through our neighborhood. Unfortunately, he was too late to
rescue his furniture; the set may not have burned to the point of
cinders to the ground, but it appeared charred beyond use from our
vantage point.

Richie and I laughed so heartily we nearly
vomited; like two hyenas giddy over leftovers, we laughed. And
despite being past dark, we could see the smoke vividly as it
filled the driveway—it hovered thickly at everyone’s second-story
windows, and the smell of burnt wood overcame the entire block.
Poor Mr. Stroud. One minute, he was well engaged in the mother of
all tirades; in the next, he wilted and was silent. Collapsed to a
knee, he used a hand to support a head that appeared stricken with
grief. With his other, he held a hose that senselessly continued to
gush water into the driveway. Mr. Stroud seemed like a man who had
suffered the worst defeat and could not imagine what he had done to
deserve such a cruel fate.

“We did it, Addie!” Richie crooned
victoriously. “We brought the old bulldog to his knees, and it damn
well serves him right. Now let’s see him call the cops.”

That night, crouched behind a Privet,
spectating destruction, was my first experience arriving at the
understanding that sometimes a plan may sound good, but once
executed, it can leave a bad taste in your mouth … an awful
taste!

“What’s the matter, Addie?” Richie pressed
once he realized I was no longer laughing. “Stroud got what was
coming to him.”

“Did he?” I peeked around the Privet at the
disconsolate Mr. Stroud and tried to imagine his life. Maybe there
was a good reason for his bulldog-like scowl and surly disposition.
Maybe Mrs. Stroud cut him off, and he sleeps on the sofa, or worse,
the poor bastard lives with intractable pain or learned months ago
he was terminally ill and cannot help from feeling pissed off about
it. I know I’d be pissed.

Next, I lamented another notion. Instead of
pitting our collective wills against Mr. Stroud’s, we could just as
easily have played stickball in another driveway, for instance, the
one behind Timmy Pytlewski’s house. And playing stickball behind
Timmy’s house would have yielded a bonus. His mother hangs laundry
outside on Saturday afternoons, and of all the adult women in the
neighborhood, Cyndy Pytlewski has the perkiest breasts. We had two
categories for breasts: those belonging to females old enough to
drink legally and those who could not. It was not a matter of
opinion but a fact: it was Theresa Delvecchio in a runaway among
the junior varsity. As for the varsity, Cyndy Pytlewski—the Polish
either have a consonant fetish or a vowel aversion—edged out
Theresa Delvecchio’s mother, Deloris. Deloris Delvecchio’s breasts
were more voluptuous than Cyndy Pytlewski’s, but Cyndy Pytlewski’s
breasts were perkier and seemed to scream out to us juveniles,
“Come touch us!” Okay, maybe we were delusional, but perhaps no
more delusional than Father Murray, who would try his damnedest not
to ogle Cyndy Pytlewski’s glorious anterior when delivering his
Sunday sermon. I’m telling you; it’s goddamn comical! I fail to
know how he manages not to stutter or lose his place reading the
gospel—or, with such a keen eye for lovely-breasted women, to
remain celibate. The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.
Bullshit!

“Would you look at that shifty-eyed
scoundrel,” Cillian whispered to me in the pew one Sunday morning.
“It’s no secret what ‘his holiness’ is doing after Mass. And I bet
he’s one of those creepy bastards that doesn’t lock the bathroom
door and dreams of getting caught.” Then Cillian gave the old pump
of the hand in a manner universally known as a mimic of
masturbation, to which I added, “Those cassocks hide all kinds of
truths.” Next ensued a mild debate over whether or not wielding a
boner while reading from the gospel was a sin. The discussion
occurred before I pronounced myself a staunch atheist and was still
attending Mass an average of once a month. Finally, Cillian and I
reached the agreement: if you have a boner, to begin with, and the
gospel fails to subdue your boner, it’s the gospel’s fault, whereas
if a boner happens to occur in the course of reading the gospel, it
is a clear indication you are not giving your full attention to
what you’re reading, which is hardly a sin but improper when
delivering the word of God to others seated in a house of
worship.

Returning to Mr. Stroud: It was a battle of
wills, and it was not in our stubborn juvenile proclivity to
concede. But, as I watched the black and gray swirls of smoke fill
the driveway with a despairing and defeated Mr. Stroud on one knee,
I wished we had conceded. You see, it is one matter to outwit
someone. When matching wits and coming out ahead, one derives a
measure of satisfaction: for example, when you win a debate or
place someone in checkmate. It is an entirely different matter to
“out-sonofabitch” someone. To defeat a sonofabitch by acting an
even bigger sonofabitch makes you a worse sonofabitch, and, in the
end, leaves you feeling like crap. Trust me, I know. Richie
Costigan, unfortunately, did not know. Richie saw only an
opportunity to revel in victory, not someone’s grandfather brought
to a knee. In Richie’s skewed world—a world that praised cops
siphoning gasoline—being a bigger sonofabitch and, therefore, a
worse sonofabitch was cause to celebrate. Richie did not understand
guilt, remorse, or just plain old feeling like crap because you
committed a crappy act. Richie either had no time for those
feelings or had them and saw them as weaknesses to which he would
not allow himself to succumb.

“For Chrissake, Addie,” he cried, “you look
like we’re at someone’s goddamn funeral or something. The Strouds
are loaded; the old prick’ll have a new set of furniture by next
week, if not sooner.”

Talk about missing the point. Looking back
on it, it was that very night when crouched behind a Privet beside
Richie Costigan, inhaling black smoke and observing two-year-old
Pa-trice’s grandfather on one knee, that I became an atheist. Like
Maryellen McNamara, Richie Costigan went to Catholic School, an
institution I am convinced needs to spend less time enforcing a
totalitarian doctrine and more on tolerance and civics. In other
words, fewer mumbo-jumbo commandments could be whittled down to the
much more succinct do unto others maxim. Richie and I took the low
road, the one encouraging an eye for an eye, but our actions were
more akin to a double amputation in exchange for someone bringing
us to tears by forcing us to dice an onion. Religion does not
necessarily equal morality, especially if its interpreter is a
no-good sonofabitch. But maybe I expect too much from Testaments,
old or new, that justify violence, and less should I blame their
writers for failing to envision the twentieth-century miscreant.
Either way, I was too guilt-ridden, thus in no mood to lay a
morality lesson on Richie Costigan, and I was reasonably confident
he was in no mood to listen to one. I blamed the smoke, which was
beginning to dissipate, for why I was rubbing my eyes. I also cited
that it was late and that I was tired. The truth was, I could have
cried for how distraught Mr. Stroud appeared, enshrouded in smoke,
down on one knee, and not even realizing that water continued to
spill from his hose. I rose from my crouch and ambled up the
driveway. I’m sure Mr. Stroud never saw me open his gate and turn
off the spigot. Not until I closed the gate and was about to walk
away from Mr. Stroud did he become aware of my presence. “Do you
know who did this, Addison?” he asked. His voice was weak and
pathetic; the old bulldog had transformed into a Spaniel.

“I think I might know the
culprits,” I told him. Mr. Stroud let loose an ineffectual chortle.
It conveyed it was no juvenile prank,
kiddo, but a bonafide crime the culprits committed.
Since I could not confess, I had to figure out how
to atone. But what could I do to raise enough cash to buy Mr.
Stroud new furniture? I was hardly an entrepreneur and, by all
accounts, lazy. I woke to a terrible racket at 8:00 a.m. the
following day (Saturday). I threw open my window; the noise
ricocheted all over the driveway, making pinpointing its location
difficult. My eyes traveled first to the right, then left, stopping
in each yard until they fell upon Mr. Stroud operating a belt
sander. The furniture had burned but was salvageable! But why
should Mr. Stroud have to shoulder all the labor? I jumped into my
clothes and went racing for the door. Along the way, I told my
mother not to expect me until dinnertime.

Richie and I remained friends, but we were
never tight like before the night of the fire. It is strange how
people reveal themselves to you without realizing it, and it can be
damn sobering.

Well, Richie was Richie; take it or leave
it. He was also a year older than me and was forever beating his
chest about the number of girls he managed to talk out of their
pants. In those days, every classroom and neighborhood crowd came
equipped with a blowhard who, from a mountaintop, could not help
illuminating the world concerning their sexual exploits. In our
crowd, that blowhard was Richie Costigan. “I could make an anaconda
cry for his mama,” he would boast, then grab his dungaree-clad
crotch using both hands. After all, “It takes two hands to handle a
whopper.”

And anytime someone dared doubt Richie about
the size of his prick or the number of girls with which it had
become familiar, upon getting irritated and threatening to wring
someone’s neck, he would get under their skin by spewing the
bullshit, “Not only did I screw your girlfriend, but then afterward
she bragged about it.” Sometimes he would tell you that he screwed
your mother or sister if you had one. But there was one girl we
knew Richie Costigan never had nor would: Maryellen McNamara! There
was no breaching or scaling her wall of virtue. Trust me, if there
was an area in which ol’ Addison Caldwell had expertise, it was
that one.


Chapter Two: The Sidewalk Debaters


If I’ve given anyone the impression I don’t care
much for Maryellen McNamara, allow me to set the record straight: I
like her just fine and then some. I shall get to the latter or “and
then some” momentarily. First, let us begin with the “I like her
just fine” part. If there is one thing Maryellen is not, heading
the list would be hard to look at, or as Cillian likes to say,
“Easy on the eyes.” And if you can get past Maryellen’s
snootiness—a condition that is not all her doing, for she was
programmed and mind-fucked spending too many years among
incorrigible theologians; perhaps if lured astray, the process
would reverse; I’m a cockeyed optimist—you could do a lot worse
when engaging in conversation, especially if you catch her at the
right moment. Trust me, Maryellen and I have had some doozies
recently, and I shall take the time to relay a few. However, I
should warn you she is not bashful, as you may have already
guessed. And I shall reiterate, if you catch her at the right
moment—which comes about far less frequently than my masturbation
sessions, but oftener than a biblical phenomenon—she can give you a
run for your money.

Now for the latter or “and then some.”
Often, when I masturbate, it is Maryellen who creeps into my
thoughts. Although “creeps” is somewhat misleading, it is more a
case of Maryellen supplying the inspiration, desire, and all the
forbidden fruit that stimulates the sweetest results. That is
otherwise known as a teenager’s trifecta! Why, might you ask, do I
engage in this fiendish predilection of carnal worship? Her wall of
virtue. It’s that ideologically fortified structure repelling all
comers that propels my mind to dark and forbidden places. And who
could blame me? What else can one do with a paragon of virtue other
than engage in feverous onanism?






Of Maryellen’s many
virtues, perhaps the most maddening is her discipline. Not only is
she aware of what she will do the next minute, hour, day, week, and
year, but every minute, hour, day, week, and year for the rest of
her natural life! She is one of those rare birds perfectly content
to spend all her days planning her life instead of—I don’t
know—living it. And yours truly covets an opportunity to throw a
monkey wrench into her “wound-too-tight” moral compass, to induce
her to do something, God forbid, out of order, unexpected,
unconventional, or slightly improper—anything that prevents her
from denying membership to the morally decaying West would
suffice. Addison Caldwell: the corrupter
of souls. Given her character, which
involves an unparalleled sense of order and virtue, compromising
Maryellen borders on the heretical, if not akin to desecrating a
religious icon. And that, forgive me, is what makes imagining her
garden of earthly delights so devilishly exciting.
Beware, Maryellen—as you read Psalm 23:4 for the
umpteenth time—I am the valley of darkness through which you must
tread.

Many of our conversations are theological in
tenor, with me beating the drum for atheism, antitheism, the
wishy-washy noncommittal agnostic, or anyone else likely to piss
off my red-headed friend; her list of peeves is ever-growing, but
any one of the first three, given an edgy enough presentation, will
do the trick. Call me Addison the Contrarian. And because,
irrespective of my upbringing, I am an atheist with too many
opinions—the night of the fire set me on a path to enlightenment in
terms of ethos and reason only—it set the stage for numerous
opportunities to clash with Maryellen. In other words, she gave my
atheism purpose, a voice, one I planned to use, not squander. After
all, what was the purpose of carving out a position, stamping a
flag in the ground, and claiming “I’ll die on this hill” if not to
engage in discourse? And allow me to be crystal clear: I’m an
atheist participating in debates with a girl advocating for the
Catholic Doctrine to have its handprints on the Constitution, if
not superseding it altogether. Imagine achieving arousal resulting
in ejaculation over someone who, if they had their druthers, would
un-separate the church and state, punish masturbators, and reserve
intimacy for the express purpose of procreation. You would have to
be pretty goddamn horny, wouldn’t you? But, as I freely admitted, I
have become fiendish in my honoring of Maryellen. Fiendish but
still maintaining twenty-twenty eyesight!

Once, I told Maryellen, “The Ten
Commandments are bullshit.” Well, maybe not all ten, but most of
them. Boy, did that ever get a rise out of her! I was wise to have
taken a decisive step backward before making my argument, not
merely for the sake of my head but also my nuts, as Maryellen was
endowed with lengthy appendages and a temper for which one must
account. You never saw a pair of eyes flash with such fury. But
imagine how those poor Israelites must have felt, especially after
trekking over the hot desert sand for forty days and nights—or was
it four years? Maybe it was forty years; I seem to recall that the
Bible is particularly keen on the number four and numbers divisible
by four—only to have someone inform them that murder, theft, and
lying were not just ignoble virtues but not virtues at all. I bet a
few in the crowd were plenty pissed at ol’ Moses after he spent a
month-plus rambling around a mountain, only to return to the fold
lugging a couple of goddamn rocks. I know I would have had a bone
to pick with Moses. After all, Egypt was not exactly the Stone
Age—it was a reasonably complex society featuring sophisticated
architecture, advancements in science, and courts of law—so it is
fair to deduce, with more than a measure of confidence, that the
Israelites, a tribe not short on IQ, had that whole
murder/theft/lying dilemma, along with all the other “Shall Nots”
well figured out before arriving at the base of Mount Sinai.

Then Maryellen would get all rankled and
wail, “If there’s no God, how do you explain this?” And one example
of “this” was never enough; thus came the ever-predictable barrage
of bullshit, matters that clear-cut science leaves dangling. For
her, the concept of anything falling outside the parameters of the
natural world, or what science fails to explain definitively, was
proof positive a spiritual deity oversees the universe and that we
prevail as a species in His image and on bent knees should express
undying gratitude. How does the earth go on rotating if not for the
mystery of faith?

“Science is the concerted effort to
understand the natural world and its mechanisms; it was never meant
to explain abstract bullshit to crackpot theologians.” Upon
sneering those words to Maryellen, she retorted, “Scientists are
factfinders, and when searching for facts, they’re also searching
for traces of a supreme being—an intelligent designer.”

Okay, maybe, in that instance, she made a
valid point; when tapping into her inner Thomas Aquinas, Maryellen
did have her moments, but accrediting all gray matter, of which
there is plenty, to a supreme being or universal entity wielding an
ideological component because the explanation otherwise is sketchy,
is both weak and lazy. And I would be willing to wager all the
money that I’m too lazy to earn that a hundred years from now,
science will gain the ability to explain most of what religion
swipes for itself. Unfortunately, in the mid-70s, when debating a
raving theocrat, the table was not as tilted as I would have
preferred.

And what gave these sidewalk debates an
infuriating bent was when Maryellen would put on airs with the sort
of haughtiness one might when overconfident in ownership of the
moral high ground; it mattered not a lick that her logic was
thinner than an unruffled potato chip. Then came the worst part.
She saved it for last, like one confident they were inserting a
final and decisive dagger. “John F. Kennedy was a Catholic, and so
is Frank Sinatra,” she would pompously intone. “And if two men like
John F. Kennedy and Frank Sinatra can believe in God—and,
incidentally, they are way smarter than Addison Caldwell—then God
surely must exist. So stick that in your pipe and smoke it,
buster!”

Imagine a theological
debate crescendoing to a pinnacle, then nosediving because someone
cited Jack Kennedy and Old Blue Eyes, and huffed that I should puff
on a pipe. I doubt you could do it. But those were Maryellen
McNamara’s go-to guys. Whenever stuck, discovering herself on a
slippery slope, or scrambling to plug the holes of a ship bound for
the depths of the sea, she would blurt out that Jack Kennedy and
Frank Sinatra were Catholics, as though those two bright, shining
American icons, alone, could somehow eclipse the Crusades, the
Spanish Inquisition, and the nineteenth century cutthroat Vatican.
Whenever Maryellen would drop those two iconic names, often it was
with the equivalent of a brattish seven-year-old wailing,
So there! or
Take that! before making
a tongue and lip flapping noise some call a “strawberry.” But the
real madness behind Maryellen reaching for the 35th president of
the United States and the twentieth century’s foremost songster
whenever she sensed a loss of traction: they were my parents’
heroes. Maryellen enjoyed nothing more than feeling she was on
equal footing with adults, especially if those adults were a
friend’s parents. Whether she believed it or not, she basked in the
idiotic notion that the three months separating us represented a
chasm no amount of reason or philosophy I brought to bear could
bridge. So on she went, absurdly thrusting herself toward the
highest common denominator, otherwise the world of adults, and
snootily springing on peers the annoying phrase, when I was your
age, and missing out on all the rambunctiousness and spontaneity of
being a teen. What a pity. But we are still friends, Maryellen and
I, despite her efforts to look down her nose at my raging hormones
while I find sound reasoning to discredit Him, whom she blindly
worships.


Chapter Three: Kennedy, Sinatra, and
Jagger

 I spent the entirety of my
childhood bombarded by my father repeatedly telling me, “There’ll
never be another Frank Sinatra,” and my mother, whose line of equal
tenacity and exasperation was as follows: “When John F. Kennedy’s
heart stopped beating, so, too, stopped the heartbeat of our
nation.” Jesus Christ, what a drone! I never bothered asking my
father whether he believed there would not be another Frank Sinatra
in his lifetime or ever. I am confident that the universe will gift
us another Sinatra sometime between now and our ability to venture
into and colonize deep space. I am doubly sure that if my mother
could somehow get beyond her near-sycophantic worship of JFK, she
would revise her statement and realize it was the President’s
penis, not his heartbeat, that marked an ongoing
concern.

They sat at opposite ends of the dinner
table did these two blinded-by-fame groveling minions. The
consequence was “you know who” receiving a steady diet of Frank in
his left ear and Jack in his right. My baby sister, Casey, who is
seven years my junior, sat across the table from me. Casey never
bothered lending an attentive ear with concern for our parents’
worship, and less seemed to care, not because she failed to
recognize the chatter as the claptrap it was: Quite the contrary.
Instead, as I would learn, none of the twaddle was for her benefit.
It was not until age twelve that the light went on in my head,
alerting me that my parents, Darrin and Claire, attempted to
instill their different, opposite, and often skewed values by
pumping up their respective heroes. I suppose many parents use what
I refer to as the “bullshit-spewing method” to influence their
children. Perhaps it’s universal. In our abode, as it was
perpetrated, the bullshit-spewing method was a power play to see
which parents’ influence concerning “the parodical son” would
prevail.

In the Caldwell household, Frank Sinatra
represents the glory days of an unchallenged Capitalist hierarchy
paved by good old-fashioned well-intending Western democracy—a
well-oiled system that reveres protocol and decorum but frees us to
reach, strive, and dream, though not without acknowledging the
importance of parameters, though it is never government or
corporate entities that must adhere to these constraints but the
individual, which is somewhat ironic for a nation that prides
itself upon favoring the individual over the collective; and it is
not so much in the abstract that these parameters exist: they are
discernable lines drawn to better apply reason and logic to
whatever the national agenda or narrative is at the moment; they
are also used to enforce the rules of engagement, which, if one is
paying attention, habitually bend to the will of the powerful; and
while we are on the subject of the rules of engagement—those
handy-dandy rights and articles in which we are taught to take
pride—their authors have managed to convince “us plebeians” trying
to navigate through society that are value as citizens is tied
directly to our ability to color within the lines; though, wouldn’t
you know it, the lines overwhelmingly favor some while routinely
kicking others squarely in the nuts. Surprised? But then take a
gander upon all that the land of opportunity allows one to hang
their hat: Freedom is not free. He who loves not his country can
love nothing. Men love their country not because it is great but
their own. Yankee Doodle Dandy. You’re a grand ole flag. Land of
the free, home of the brave. Choose your banner, young man, and
welcome to “Slogan America.” Isn’t she grand?

In the Caldwell household, JFK represents
the intellectual elite: those influential men and women who have
the letters Ph.D. after their names spewing antiestablishment
propaganda, setting fires under overprivileged liberals who, in
turn, drag the underprivileged and disenfranchised into a fight
whose real purpose they cannot grasp fully but are, nevertheless,
made to feel worthwhile for having been gifted an opportunity to
help rattle the establishment and satisfied for awarded a free shot
at the nuts of that metaphoric monster known as “The Man.” However,
this whole hippie, beatnik, flower child, free love cultural
phenomenon was a mere bud during JFK’s time in office; it did not
fully flower until after he was committed to the ground, but that
mattered not to my mother, Claire Caldwell; she saw Jack Kennedy,
because he was the youngest president in our nation’s history, and
liberal, as a man able to identify with a woman who had she not
gotten herself knocked up in 1961, would have dressed like a Native
American Indian, taken hallucinogens, and marched while holding
some tacky homemade sign with the quasi-abstract message: Be the
Change. But JFK had only a partial thumbprint on the quagmire known
as The War in Vietnam. The rest of the hand belonged to the
ever-gruff L.B.J. and Nixon, and why Claire—after seeing me off to
kindergarten—joined a group of women who got arrested because they
decided that laying down and blocking traffic at an intersection
was a sensible form of protest.

There was much more at play in our household
than politics concerning Kennedy and Sinatra. For example, Darrin
was hardly a traditional conservative; he was well-centered and
approached most matters with what I came to recognize as “his
version of common sense,” the political outcome notwithstanding. If
he seemed to lean right—the tilt often occurred during the dinner
hour—it was because my mother, devoid of any subtlety, made it
crystal clear she would have relished the opportunity to have had
her “middleclass vagina” penetrated by the nation’s 35th commander
and chief, if not having turned handstands to suck not only
presidential cock but genuine Irish Catholic presidential cock.

“Call him a whoremaster if it pleases you,”
Claire hissed at Darrin, who was busily masticating a somewhat
overcooked piece of London broil. No one would mistake Claire for a
culinary artist. “But if word had gotten out that JFK needed
playmates, yours truly would’ve elbowed all the other bunnies out
of line.” Ask not what your country can do for you but what you can
do for your country. Claire got me thinking: With the Pope the
world’s most influential religious leader and JFK the most powerful
leader of the free world—a clean sweep for Catholicism—had she come
into the world soon enough to celebrate this lofty hierarchical
exacta, might it have moved the needle of Maryellen’s moral compass
further right or inspired her to take up a life of debauchery?
Moreover, retroactively speaking, might there be a prospective
advantage to the past? But I digress; hormones have a way of
causing me to stray and entertain scenarios that are not
necessarily coherent.

Had Darrin Caldwell’s hero been female and a
beauty, say, for example, Marilyn Monroe—although Darrin thought
JFK’s go-to girl was a B actress, at best, and that her best
performance came when she sang Happy Birthday to the president
because she made the world’s most sung song sound like foreplay—it
might have been a fair fight. But there was no sane method to make
my mother jealous of Frank Sinatra other than to claim that he was
instrumental in helping to get JFK elected. Assuming that was true,
it would hardly constitute jealousy. So all my father had
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