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Chapter 1 - The Squad
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There’s a particular block of limestone set into the wall of a certain castle in Ireland. You may have heard of it. People come from all around the world to plant a big wet one on that rock. Why, you might ask? If you believe the old Irish legends, doing so gives you the gift of gab and bestows upon you the title of BSer Extraordinaire. I hear it can also give you a cold, the flu, herpes, and a few other nasty diseases, but that’s a story for another time. I kissed it once. That doesn’t mean that what I’m about to tell you isn’t the truth. It doesn’t mean it is the truth either. You’ll have to judge for yourself. I may exaggerate a few things. I’ve done that before. I may not remember all the details exactly as they happened. I’ve done that, too. Maybe I’ll change a few names to protect the innocent. Maybe I won’t. Who knows? I’m no Joe Friday and this isn’t Dragnet. My name is Danny Maxwell and this is my story.

It all began in January 1972. I’d just made it through my first solo Christmas (unless you count the company of It’s a Wonderful Life on the motel TV). And I was trying to decide if I should answer this ad in the newspaper for a room to rent in a place called Evans Village. The Village, as the locals call it, is a little town in Maryland, about a twenty-minute walk south of Woodlawn. That’s where I worked—Woodlawn, Maryland. I was fresh out of college and had just started my first real job as a programmer for the Social Security Administration in their central offices. Officially I was a software engineer, a GS-11 on a career ladder to GS-13. I was set. I had everything I needed to start climbing that ladder, everything except a car and a decent place to stay. The car could wait awhile, but I really needed somewhere to live other than that fleabag motel. I’d been looking for a furnished apartment or room to rent within walking distance of the office. I’d checked out a few but hadn’t found one I liked yet. But something about that ad intrigued me. It was short and to the point. 

Third floor furnished room to let in the Village. Need replacement for tenant who moved on. No kids. No pets. No a-holes. We’ll be the judge. Call before four.

When I called the number, the guy I spoke to wouldn’t give me the address of the room. Didn’t give me his name either, not that I asked. He told me to meet him and his three buddies in Village Park at five sharp. He said he’d be the one in the Orioles cap. I told him I didn’t get off work until five and it was a twenty-minute walk, so I asked if he could make it five-thirty instead. 

He said, “What? You think I can wait all day for you?” and hung up. 

Maybe I shouldn’t have, but I called right back and told him I’d just started a new job and didn’t have the annual leave to burn on a place that was probably an s-hole because he wouldn’t give the address out to any a-holes. He laughed and said five-thirty it is.

When I got to the park, I spotted an old man in an army jacket wearing an Orioles cap. He was leaning against the hood of a hearse, working a toothpick through his teeth and holding a shoebox under one arm. He waved when he saw me. There were three other old guys with him. They had army jackets on, too. One of them was pacing back and forth with his hands clasped behind his back and his head down. He didn’t seem to notice me. Another was staring off into space with his chin in his hand. He definitely didn’t notice me. The last one, the really big one, the one who was at least a foot taller than the rest, was looking right at me. To say I was having second thoughts about this whole room thing would be an understatement. I was kind of hoping my housemates would be a little younger or at least born in the same century. But there I was and there they were, so I went over and introduced myself. 

“Hi. I’m Danny Maxwell,” I said. “I called about the room."

The Orioles fan offered me his hand. “The name’s Pinky," he said, "but you already knew that.” 

His hand was shaking before we ever connected and kept on shaking even after we let go. I found out later that Pinky’s hands shook on their own most of the time. He’d been downwind of a canister of mustard gas in World War I—too far away to get killed, too close not to be messed up for the rest of his life. Besides the constant shaking, the gas had cost him most of his hair, and his face was... Well, let’s just say he had what people used to call a face made for radio.

I tried not to stare. I said, “I knew you’d be wearing an Orioles cap but I had no clue what your name was. You didn’t give it to me over the phone.”

“You didn’t ask,” he replied.

I said, “Then, why did you say I already knew it?” 

“What?” he shrugged. “I’m not allowed to check?”

“For what?” I said.

And he replied, “What do you mean for what?”

I tried again, “May I ask what were you checking for?”

“Sure, sure, ask away,” he said.

Funny old guy. I had to laugh. I couldn’t help it. Pinky grinned and shook his toothpick at me. I wouldn’t call it a toothy grin since he only had a couple of them left in there. Another hats off to the mustard gas for a job well done.

He said, “You have a sense of humor, Mr. Maxwell. I like that.”

“And he’s a smart one,” said the one who’d been pacing. “That’s fairly obvious.” This guy had a really thick accent and the reddest hair I’ve ever seen. It made me think he must have had a job as a stop-sign painter, a really sloppy stop-sign painter. “We could use a smart one,” he added.

“For what?” I said. "It's just a room."

“He’s too young,” the one who was still staring off into the sky, chin in hand, whispered. I found out later that he always whispered, some kind of vocal chord thing apparently. This one reminded me of the old man you’d see on the park bench tossing peanuts at the pigeons all afternoon waiting for someone, anyone, to sit down beside him so they could talk about their ailments and the meds they took for them and how hitting pigeons on the head with nuts wasn’t such a hot idea. Popcorn is way safer. This old guy’s hand never left his chin. One of my professors at school was like that, too. The guys I hung around with had two theories on that. Either he did it to give us the impression that he was thinking deep thoughts all the time or he was born like that and his parents didn’t want to spring for chin-hand separation surgery because their insurance didn’t cover it. I went with theory number one on both my professor and this old dude. 

“He’s a hippie,” said the one who’d been staring at me the whole time with these lizard eyes that never blinked. And by lizard I mean T-Rex. This guy was big, way bigger than any of them and a lot bigger than me, and I’m six-two. My impression? Ex-football player? King Kong in human costume? He was that big.

I thought, OK, maybe my hair is a little long and maybe I am working on a beard now that I’ve got my good government job and they can’t do anything about it. And maybe my jeans are a little worn but what the heck? I have a nice shirt and tie on. I have a job, a good job. I don’t smoke pot. Don’t do drugs. Don’t drink much either. I’m definitely no hippie, but I sure wasn’t going to take issue with him or that bulge in his jacket. You don’t argue with a lizard-eyed giant-gorilla G.I. Joe when he’s packing heat.

“Do you know why they call me Pinky?” Pinky said once I’d lost the stare-down contest with the gorilla.

At that point I was considering a stage-left exit away from those wackos. I figured I could probably outrun them. The problem was I was no Superman. I wasn't faster than a speeding bullet and I wouldn’t get three steps before gorilla man pulled out his howitzer and blasted me. My choices were limited, so I decided to hang in there and see how things played out. 

“I don’t know,” I said. “Why do they call you Pinky?”

“It’s short for Pinkerton,” he said. “My name is Pinkerton Abraham Jenowitz. My father named me after the detective agency’s founder who foiled a plot to assassinate Abraham Lincoln. What do you think of that?”

I said I thought it was cool. Actually it was pretty cool, except didn’t Lincoln get assassinated? Maybe there were a lot of attempts and Pinkerton wasn’t around for all of them. I didn’t know and I didn’t ask.

Pinky seemed offended. “Cool?” he said. “I fought in the Great War. I was gassed, but I was one of the lucky ones, if you count this as lucky.” He pointed to his face. It was hard to look at and hard to look away all at the same time. "I survived the Second Battle of the Marne,” he said. “And when I came home I couldn’t afford to put myself through school yet here I am with a Ph.D. I don’t call that cool. I call it doing something with my life. What have you done with yours, Mr. Maxwell?"

I never expected him to tee off on me like that, but I’ve never been a golfer so what do I know? I just stared at him from the other side of that chasm they call the generation gap thinking, I just want to know about the stupid room and then I’m out of here. 

I said, “I’m still working on that whole doing something with my life thing, sir.”

He asked, “Do you have any degrees, Mr. Maxwell?”

“It's Danny,” I said, “and my mom always told me I used to give her the third degree. Does that count?”

The red-haired one laughed, “Methinks Danny boy’s been playing the wacky-weed pipes, Sarge."

“What? You think that wasn’t a serious question?” Pinky said. “We want to know what kind of person we're bringing into our home, Mr. Maxwell. Is that too much to ask?”

I apologized and said, “I have a college degree, OK?”

He wanted to know in what and from whom.

“In software engineering from State,” I said. “It was a five-year combo program, so I got a bachelors and masters at the same time. ”

He asked why I didn’t go on to get my doctorate.

I didn’t want to tell him that my grades weren’t good enough, that I was broke and couldn’t afford it, and that I really wasn’t interested in more school. I said, “I was offered a job that was too good to turn down.” That much was true, but I left out that it was the one and only job offer I had gotten. He didn’t need to know that.

I was hoping the grilling was over but Pinky kept pressing, “And what job would that be?”

“I work at Social Security up in Woodlawn.”

He scowled. 

I thought, what’s that about? I have a good government job. I’m a GS-11 on my way to GS-13. That’s hardly scowl-worthy.

Apparently he came to some sort of decision about me. He nodded and said, "All right then. Are you ready to take a ride with us?” 

“In that?” I pointed at the hearse.

“You got a problem with that?” the gorilla said. Unlike Pinky, he had teeth, lots of teeth, lots of big teeth. 

“No,” I said. “No problem at all.” 

It was then I noticed that the hearse had a driver. He was wearing a chauffeur’s uniform. Things were getting stranger by the minute.

“Good,” said the gorilla, coming way too close for comfort. “You get middle back, Junior, unless you want to ride in the box.”

Nothing like a death threat to lighten the mood.

Pinky said, “Show a little respect, Corporal." 

Apparently trank darts aren’t the only way to stop a rampaging gorilla. The big guy lowered his head and said, “Whatever you say, Sarge."

I looked through the tinted back window of the hearse. "Is there a casket in there?" I asked. I didn’t see one. That was something of a relief.

“No,” Pinky said. “Time to move out."

We piled into the car. The guy with the hand stuck to his chin took middle front. Pinky got shotgun. I got what was left of the middle back seat after the redhead and the mutant lizard-gorilla took more than their fair shares of the window seats. We drove off. 

“I should introduce you to the squad,” said Pinky. He pointed to the sad sack beside him who was resting his head in both hands now, staring at the road, thinking about God knows what. “This is Dan Roe. We call him Rodin for obvious reasons.”

“Same first name,” I said, extending my hand over the bench seat. “That's cool. Nice to meet you, Mr. Roe."

He ignored me and continued to stare at the road ahead. “Tell me, boy,” he said. “Have you ever stood in a trench full of mud for so long that every inch of you feels dirty, smells dirty, even tastes dirty?” 

“No, I don’t think so,” I replied, giving up on the handshake.

“I thought not.” Rodin closed his eyes. Not sure, but I think he was crying.

“I must apologize,” Pinky said. “This has been a very difficult day for us.”

“It’s all right,” I replied. “I get it.” I didn’t really, but it seemed like the right thing to say at the time.

Pinky continued, “I should tell you that Rodin has spent most of his adult life in prison. He was in the corps, did something stupid, and got caught. He was about your age. Spent the next ten years in the brig. That gave him a lot of time to think about things. He’s been in and out of civilian prisons ever since. He can be abrupt, suspicious, and a royal pain in the neck, but don’t let that fool you. He’s got a heart of gold and he knows how to get things done, an important skill these days.”

“Fair enough,” I said. So Rodin was a lifelong criminal. Why was I not surprised?

I guess my hesitation led Pinky to say, “What? You're not having a change of heart, are you?”

Actually, I was, but I replied, “No, not really.” 

Pinky was a perceptive old guy. “Then, what’s bothering you, Mr. Maxwell?” he asked. “Something is.”

I said, “I was just thinking of a few stupid things I’ve done. That’s all.”

And he said, “As young as you are, I would guess they were either not quite as serious as Rodin’s transgressions, or you’ve had the better fortune of not being caught.”

I agreed that it was something like that, but it was pretty much nothing like that. I’d never done anything jail-worthy in my life. I just wanted to get this over with—see the room, say it wasn’t quite what I was looking for, and get the hell out of Dodge.

“So, Danny boy’s clever too,” said Mr. Stop-sign Head. “That’s something, right?”

“And that, Mr. Maxwell, is Sean Calder Murphy,” Pinky said. “We call him Scalder because he’s such a hothead, which you might have guessed from his hair. Unlike the Corporal on your other side, he seems to have taken a liking to you.”

I looked into Scalder's volcanic smile, one that threatened to erupt at the slightest provocation, and said, “Happy to meet you.” No attempt at a handshake this time.

“The pleasure’s all mine, to be sure,” Scalder nodded.

“That accent,” I asked. “Are you Scottish or something?”

And just like that, Vesuvius erupted. 

“I cut out the feckin heart of the last man who called me a Scot,” he spat. What rained down on poor unsuspecting Danny of Pompeii after that was a collection of Gaelic curses that I later found out had something to do with my father, my mother, my grandparents, and everyone else in my family line all the way back to Adam and Eve.

“He’s Irish," Pinky said. “Born and raised, but he became a U.S. citizen a long time ago.”

“Not that long ago, boyo,” Scalder corrected him. “I still have fond memories of the old sod.”

“My grandparents were from Ireland,” I said. “County Cork, I think.”

“The Maxwells I knew from down Cork way were good folk,” Scalder said. “With that lineage you could claim Irish citizenship, don’t you know?”

“Really?” I said. “You never know. I might just do that someday.” 

“Just don’t be calling your fellow countrymen Scots if you know what’s good for you.” Wise words from an Irish stop-sign painter.

“I don’t mean to be rude,” I said, “but have you been in trouble with the law too, Mr. Murphy?”

Pinky laughed. “The better question is when has Scalder not been in trouble. He likes to fight, especially over women. Imagine that at his age. Who knew? He also likes to gamble.”

“Indeed I do,” Scalder said. And just like that, the volcano went dormant until next time.

“Cool,” I said with my best polite smile.

“Is that what you have to say about everything, Junior?” said the giant gorilla lizard man.

“And that, Mr. Maxwell, is Oswald M. Strong,” said Pinky. “We call him Oz, as in Oz the Great and Powerful.”

The name fit. Oswald M. Strong was taller than me by several inches and heavier by a lot. Like the others, he was an old man, but I still wouldn’t want to meet him in a dark alley.

“Cool,” I said. 

Saying cool was a habit I’d picked up at school and really needed to break. Oz was kind enough to remind me of that. “Yeah?” he asked like he was going to bite my head off. “Why’s that?” 

Pinky came to my rescue. “Corporal, let’s try to be civil for once, shall we? Remember why we are here tonight.”

Oz looked out the window and replied, “Yes, sir.”

“So you’re vets?” I said, changing the subject.

“Everyone who’s survived as long as we have is a veteran of something," said Pinky.

“Well, since this is show and tell time," I said, "I guess you want to know a little about me?” I was more or less ready to deliver the short speech I’d prepared to impress the homeowners, but after meeting these bozos, I wondered why I’d bothered.

It seemed Pinky did, too. “Not really,” he said.

Talk about a gut punch. Now I did want to tell them. “Don’t you at least want to know what I do?” I said.

Pinky had this patented shrug that could mean just about whatever he wanted it to. In this case, I think it meant I was wasting his time. He said, “What? You work for Social Security in Woodlawn. You already told us that.”

“I don’t just work there,” I said. “I’m a GS-11 software engineer on a career ladder to GS-13.”

“So you're a big shot, are you?” he said. 

“Maybe someday I will be,” I replied. “Right now, I do mainframe programming, mostly in COBOL. I’m part of a team working on a piece of mass-mailing software to make sending letters to our beneficiaries more efficient.”

“Consider us duly impressed, Danny boy," Scalder said.

“Yeah, that’s cool, Junior,” said Oz, "really stinking cool.”

They all laughed.

“It’s not like I think everything is cool, you know,” I said in my own defense. Apparently I liked to tempt fate once in a while by taunting uncaged gorillas. I wouldn’t recommend it.

Oz popped a Sen-Sen into his mouth and turned my way. He reminded me of the kids in high school who used to smoke in the parking lot at lunchtime to prove how tough they were and then come back to class with a mouthful of Sen-Sen to cover it up. You’d think after several detentions they would have figured out that nothing really hides the stink of tobacco, and licorice only makes it worse. 

“Then name me one thing that isn’t cool,” Mr. Licorice Ashtray Breath said.

I was pissed, rightfully so, but what's that thing about discretion being the better part of something or other? I don’t remember the exact saying but I think the bottom line is to keep your mouth shut when the alternative is getting strangled. I guess I never was much for old sayings or learning lessons. 

“You," I replied. "You’re not cool at all, Oz.” 

And that was my little bit of indiscretion for the evening. The lesson followed. Oz grabbed me by the throat and squeezed. 

“Look, you little punk,” he growled like a bear, a big angry bear. I didn’t know gorillas could do that.

Scalder laughed. “I like him, Pinky. He’s got my vote.”

“Not mine,” said Oz. 

“Let him go, Oz,” said Pinky.

“Sure, after I throttle him a little more.”

“I said now, Corporal.”

“I don’t like him, Sarge,” Oz snarled. And believe me when I say a Sen-Sen, stale tobacco snarl is the worst.

“What?” Pinky said. “Do you think he’s any good to us dead? Let him go.”

That was encouraging. Oz released me and sat back in his seat, folding his arms across his chest, his really big chest.

“I am sorry about that, Mr. Maxwell,” said Pinky, “but as I said, this has been a difficult day for us and we’re all a little on edge.”

“Yeah, sure," I said, sounding more like someone who had just inhaled helium from a balloon than a cool tough-guy COBOL programmer. "No harm done.” At least he didn't crush my windpipe. I wasn't sure my government health insurance had kicked in yet.

I hadn’t been paying attention to where we were going until I realized we weren’t in Evans Village anymore. In fact, I wasn’t sure where we were except that we were passing through the gates of a place called Loudon Park Cemetery, a perfect spot for a robbery followed by murder and quick burial afterward. One-stop shopping. 

“What are we doing here?” I asked.

“My vas pokhoronim,” Rodin said, tapping the shoebox in Pinky's lap.

“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t catch that.” 

“He said we will bury you,” Pinky explained. “It’s Russian, bad Russian. He picked up a little in prison. It’s something Nikita Khrushchev said once. Do you know who that is?”

I took a wild guess. “The Russian shoe-banger from the fifties?”

Pinky said, “I don’t believe he ever actually banged his shoe at the U.N, Mr. Maxwell, though he may have encouraged the myth.”

“You know,” I said, “maybe I should just get out here. I don’t think this is going to work out after all. Driver?” I said, tapping the chauffeur on the shoulder. "Can you pull over, please?” 

“Name's Theo," the driver replied. "And no, I can’t."

“Why not?”

Pinky said. “Trust me. Getting out now is a bad idea, Mr. Maxwell.”

It seemed like a pretty good one to me, health-wise, that is. “Why’s that?” I said.

“Do you have any idea how many miles it is back to your motel? Do you even know what direction your motel is?”

He had a good point. I was clueless about where we were. I hadn’t been in the area long enough to know it well and hadn’t been paying attention to where we were going. 

“Why are we here?” I asked.

“Rodin just told you why,” said Pinky.

Scalder gestured to the shoebox, “Here lies Gerald Connors, dead of a bum liver at the young age of seventy.”

I looked at the box. Thom McAns. Nice brand. “Those are the ashes of the guy your ad said moved out?"

“Indeed they are,” Pinky replied.

I felt obliged to point out, “You said he moved out.”

Pinky corrected me, “The ad said he moved on not out, and so he did.”

Pinky was right. As I came to find out, he usually was. 

I said, “And you brought me here for his funeral?” 

“You called us, Mr. Maxwell,” Pinky said. “It just so happens you called the day of poor Gerry’s final internment.”

“We thought you’d like to join us for it, Danny boy,” said Scalder.

“And, of course, for the wake afterward,” said Pinky. “A perfect opportunity to get to know each other.”

“I still don’t think this is a good idea,” Rodin said. “It’s disrespectful to Gerry.”

“I'm with him,” I said. “This is definitely disrespectful.”

“It’s fine,” said Pinky. "Gerry would have wanted it this way. After all, you’re taking his place.”

“That’s not exactly settled yet," I said.

But Pinky was having none of that. He said, “You let us worry about that, Mr. Maxwell.”

Theo drove us through a maze of roads leading to the back of the cemetery where the grave markers were smaller and the grounds not so well kept. He pulled over on the side of the road and parked. We all got out of the car and followed Pinky single file into the field of graves. He led us to a spot where the markers were basically just worn tablets set into the ground. There was no open grave there, no minister waiting, no friends and family bowing solemnly in prayer, no lights either, and boy was it dark. Pinky shined a flashlight down on a marker that obviously had been set there recently. It wasn't overgrown with weeds like the others. It also wasn’t lined up too well with the rest of the markers in the row. And it wasn't a gravestone. It was a piece of sheet metal. Scrawled on it in black magic marker were the words Mabel Connors. Born August 14, 1900, died April 8, 1971.

Pinky knelt down and began to speak as if to the box of ashes he was holding. “I’m sorry we couldn’t afford a proper burial for you, Gerry, but I guess you won’t mind too much at this point. At least we got you back to where we laid your loving Mabel to rest. You two will be together again soon.” He set the box down and turned to Oz with his hand out. “Corporal?” 

Oz reached for the bulge in his jacket. I figured this was the part where they blew my brains out in some kind of geriatric cult ritual sacrifice to the dearly departed Gerry. But instead of a gun, Oz pulled out a collapsible pea-green spade, unfolded it, and handed it to Pinky. Pinky pried off the sheet metal marker exposing what was left of another shoebox. He hollowed out a spot next to it.

“What are you doing?” I said. 

Pinky looked up at me and said, “This was Gerry’s shovel, Mr. Maxwell. He dug many a trench with it in the Great War, including the one that kept us both alive during a mustard gas attack on the Marne. A lot of good men died that day on both sides, but not us. Gerry saw to that. He called it his lucky shovel, mounted it over the mantle. We buried Mabel with it last spring. He made me promise on his deathbed to bury him with it, too.”

“You can’t do that," I said. "Cemeteries have rules, you know.”

“Shut up,” said Oz. “You’ve got nothing to say here.”

“I'd listen to the man if I were you, Danny boy,” said Scalder, “and show a little respect for our dear departed Gerry.”

“OK," I said, "but just for the record, I had nothing to do with this.”

Pinky set the shoebox into the grave. “Dust to dust,” he said. 

“Dust to dust,” the others repeated.

"I wish we could have done better for you, Gerry,” Pinky went on. “A proper funeral, a decent burial, the works; but Social Security barely covers the bills. You of all people knew that. Farewell, old friend. Rest in peace.” Pinky took a magic marker from his pocket and added Gerry’s name and dates under Mabel’s. He folded the sod over, scraped dirt around it as best he could, tamped it down, set the piece of sheet metal back in place, and got up. “Move out,” he said. And like a squad of soldiers on night patrol, we followed that crazy old geezer back to the car and drove off.
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Chapter 2 - The Billet 
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I fully intended to pay more attention to where we were going on the way back to the Village, but I couldn’t see around Rodin's head and the side windows had fogged over pretty quickly despite Theo cranking up the heater. I asked Scalder to crack a window for a little fresh air, hoping to catch at least a sideways glimpse of our route. He ignored me. I tried Pinky and Theo next, but it was like they couldn’t hear me. In desperation, I finally asked Oz. He lit up a cigarette and blew smoke and Sen-Sen in my face. It wasn’t hard to see that everyone was in a funk over their friend’s death.

“What? Are you trying to get Theo in trouble?” Pinky said to Oz. “Put that thing out.” 

Oz rolled down the window and flicked his cigarette into what looked like a stream alongside the road. I didn’t remember any streams on the way to the cemetery. Didn’t remember much of anything. Pinky was right. I never would have found my way back to that motel. I would have frozen to death in the middle of God knows where, which has only one plus that I can think of and that’s not having to put up with Oz. He rolled the window up again, gave me one last blast of disgusting smoky licorice breath, and that was that for my figuring out where the heck we were and how the hell we got there.

Out of the blue, Pinky said to no one in particular, “Gerry and I were friends for a long time, a very long time. We met in basic, went to the war together. A lot of guys with high hopes went over there in ships and came home in boxes, but not Gerry and me. We made it out alive...” He brushed something off his cheek and went on, “...at least till now. When Mabel died suddenly back in April, Gerry didn’t have the money to keep their apartment anymore. So we drafted him into the squad and he moved in with us.”

Rodin whispered, “That’s what happens when all you’ve got to live on are two measly Social Security checks and the government takes one away.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“What? You work for them and you don't know?" Pinky said.

“Why should he?" said Scalder. "He works in the feckin mailroom."

“Language, please, Scalder,” Pinky said.

“Apologies, Sarge. He works in the bloody mailroom. Better?”

They laughed.

“I don’t work in the mailroom," I said. “I'm a programmer working on a mailing program.”

“Same difference, Danny boy,” Scalder said. “You're clueless as to what's really going on there.”

“SSA’s a big place," I said. "It’s a complicated law. You can’t expect me to know every little thing about it.”

Rodin said, “Then, let me enlighten you, kid. The husband gets his pension and the wife gets half. If the wife passes, the half goes away. Get it now?"

“That doesn’t seem right," I said. "Are you sure about that?"

Oz joined in on the pile-on-the-new-kid conversation. “As sure as I am that you’re not cool, Junior. Not even close."

Pinky came to my defense, I think. “Give him a break, boys,” he said. “He’s still young. With any luck, he’ll wise up before it’s too late.”

“You mean before he gets fecked like we got fecked?” Scalder said.

They laughed again. I’m not sure what they thought was so funny, but whatever.

“Watch the language in front of the kid,” said Rodin.

"I'm twenty-three," I said. 

Rodin turned around. That's when I noticed that one of his eyes wasn't right. I found out later it was a cataract that he couldn't afford to have fixed. “Everyone in this car is at least three times as old as you," he said. “That makes you a kid.”

“No, it doesn’t,” I said. “It makes you old."

“Stop the car," said Oz. "Let's dump the little punk here."

“Come on, men,” said Pinky. "That’s no way to act. This is a solemn occasion. How about we start over with a round of apologies? Mr. Maxwell?”

“Fine,” I said. "I'm sorry if I hurt your feelings with that 'old' crack, but this whole thing has been a little weird. You know?"

“A good start,” said Pinky. "Corporal?"

Oz turned his lizard eyes on me. Where does a gorilla get lizard eyes anyway? Did the vet pick up the wrong set of eyeballs from the tray when he did Oz’s eye replacement surgery? 

“Apology accepted, Junior,” he said, emphasis on Junior. “I’m sorry you’re not cool. I hope you grow out of it someday, but don't expect any help from me."

“OK, I guess,” I said.

“And I’m sorry you have no idea what it’s like to be old," Rodin said. "Someday you will, and I hope on that day you remember this conversation."

Last but not least, Scalder said, “I'm sorry you'll get fecked like the rest of us someday, Danny boy. If it’s any consolation, welcome to the club.”

Pinky just shook his head and turned back to the road. He was used to this kind of thing, I guess.

“Did Gerry have any other relatives?” I asked.

"He has a son who lives up in Philadelphia,” Pinky said. His face got dark. “I called him when Mabel passed. He sent flowers.”

“That sucks,” I said. 

Pinky’s face got a lot darker. “I called him when Gerry was being evicted, too. He recommended we put him in a nursing home.”

I said, “Is that so bad? He was sick, wasn’t he?”

Scalder elbowed me to get my attention or maybe because he was mad, too. “Have you ever been inside one of those hellholes, Danny?”

“Well, no,” I said, “but...”

He poked me in the chest. “The lazy arses stick you in a feckin wheelchair and herd you into the hall by the nurse’s station so they can watch over you like a bunch of feckin cattle. How’s that sound to you, boyo?”

I said the first thing that came to mind, “Pretty shitty.”

“Friends don’t let friends go that way,” said Pinky.

He was right. Friends don’t. I said, “That was cool of you guys to let him move in with you.”

“There he goes with the cool again,” Oz muttered.

“It was nice,” I said. “OK?”

“It was the least we could do,” said Pinky.

“And that was a pretty decent thing you guys did for them back there. Cemetery plots aren’t cheap.”

Pinky agreed, “No, they are not.”

“Don’t go giving us too much credit, Danny boy,” said Scalder. “We didn’t exactly buy the plot. We appropriated it. We didn’t think anyone would mind. And it’s a waste of money paying someone else to dig a hole that you can still dig yourself.”

I can tell you that realizing you're trapped in a car with a gang of over-the-hill reverse grave robbers is pretty strange. Your run-of-the-mill grave robber usually makes withdrawals from the cemetery not deposits. I wasn’t sure what to say at that point, so I changed the subject. “Are we almost there? To the house, I mean.”

“We haven’t voted yet,” said Oz.

“On what?" I asked.

“You’re absolutely right,” said Pinky. “I vote yes.”

“As do I,” said Scalder. “Danny’s a keeper.”

“I say, no way,” Oz said.

“Everything happens for a reason, big guy,” said Scalder. “If the good Lord brought Danny boy to us, it was meant to be."

“The only reason he’s here is because he answered the ad,” Oz replied. 

I hadn’t figured Scalder for the religious type, but I guess you never know. 

“But why him?” he said. “And why our ad? And why this very day? This is no coincidence."

“This isn’t God’s will,” Oz replied. “Not my God anyway.”

“Come on, boyo,” Scalder said. “Don’t be that way.”

“I’ll be any way I like,” said Oz.

“Leave it alone,” said Pinky. “The Corporal’s entitled to his vote. What about you, Rodin?”

Rodin just stared at the road. That man did a lot of thinking and staring and chin holding. “I say, no,” he finally said.

I saw something in Pinky’s eyes I hadn't seen before. It looked a lot like desperation. “We need him, Dan," he said.

That didn’t seem to impress Rodin at all. “No, we don’t," he replied.

“We’re down a fifth,” said Pinky. “How are we going to make that up?”

I did something then that’s usually reserved for high dives off cliffs and other occasions of sheer lunacy: I jumped into the conversation headfirst. “You're voting on letting me rent the room and I haven’t even seen it yet. What if I don’t like it?"

“What’s not to like?” said Pinky. “It’s a room." 

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m just spit-balling here, but maybe it's too small. Maybe it’s too big. Maybe it stinks of old people." I apologized for that last crack, but my point was, "I haven’t seen it. And by the way, don’t I get a vote, too?"

“I suppose you do, Mr. Maxwell," Pinky said.

But Oz wasn’t having any of that. “No, he doesn’t."

“We're deadlocked, Oz,” said Pinky. “We need a tie-breaker."

Oz applied gorilla logic to the problem. Always a good strategy. “Then, let Theo vote."

“Theo's not in the squad,” said Pinky. “He doesn't get a vote."

“Point of order,” said Scalder. “Danny boy's not in the squad either, at least not yet. So what do we do?”

“We have no choice," Pinky said. “We have to deliberate.”

Evans Village was a dry town. The limousine pulled up in front of Ted’s Tavern, a little hole in the wall on Main Street that had gotten around the strict alcohol ban in the Village by being just over the town’s legal boundary line. Not that anyone in the Village minded Ted’s being there. They were happy to have a bar in town without actually having a bar in town. We all got out of the car. A handwritten Closed sign hung in the door. The shades were drawn down over the windows. There were no lights on inside. Theo unlocked the door and went inside to turn on the lights.

“You guys live over a bar?” I said. “That’s cool. Nice, I mean. Real nice.”

Pinky motioned for me to follow the others inside. “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said. “Who lives over a bar?”

When we were all inside, Theo relocked the door and called out for someone named Ted. A skinny old black guy pushed open the swinging door to the kitchen and said, “Stew’s on, boys. Make yourselves comfortable. Anyone for a beer?”

“Set us up, please, Ted,” Pinky replied.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “I thought we were going to see the room and then talk about it. You know, deliberate?”

“We are, boyo,” said Scalder, “but first there must be a proper wake. That’s how we do things around here, the proper way.”

We sat down at a table set for seven. Ted set out pitchers of beer and joined us. Pinky filled everyone’s mugs, raised his, and waited for us to follow suit. “To Gerry,” he said. “Rest in peace, old friend.”

“To Gerry,” we said as one.

They drained their glasses and I took a sip of mine to be polite and set the mug down. I wasn’t much of a drinker. Sure, I had a beer or two in college once in a while, but this beer was nothing like that beer. It was terrible.

“What’s the matter, Danny?” said Scalder. “Have you never had beer before?”

“This is beer?” I said.

“Of course, it is. Down the hatch, boy, out of respect for the dead.”

One drink. How bad could it be, right? I managed to get it all down with some encouragement from the others. With no alcohol tolerance to speak of my brain went numb pretty much just like that. 

“OK,” I said, wondering where my tongue had gone. "That wasn’t just beer, was it?”

“It’s called an Irish Car Bomb,” said Ted. “Stout, Irish Cream, and Jameson’s.”

“Are you Irish, too?” I asked.

“Black Irish,” he replied.

They all laughed.

“This is the boy I was telling you about, Ted,” said Pinky. “He wants to come live with us.”

“Then, he needs another drink before he changes his mind.” Ted poured another round. “Down the hatch, boys. For Gerry—one of the last of the good ones.”

“I don’t think this is such a good idea,” I said. “I’m already looped.”

Rodin, who had taken the seat beside me, pushed the refilled mug my way. “Don’t be disrespectful, kid. Drink your beer.”

“Do you think you could stop calling me that, please?” I said. I looked at the finger I didn't realize I was wagging at him and slid my hand under the table. There’s that discretion thing again. Maybe
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