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For Meg, Brian, Brett, Kelly, and Kevin

And in memory of Darryl Carlson




Author’s Note

MEMOIRS ARE founded on an unspoken bargain between the author and the reader—the author purports to tell his story truthfully and the reader agrees to believe him. There are, of course, countless memoirs in which the writer lies and exaggerates and twists the facts for myriad reasons, but no matter how truthful the author tries to be, there is an inherent problem with the genre. Simply stated, a memoir, by definition, is rooted in memory, and numerous scholarly studies have proven how faulty our memories can be. In this book I quote extensively from letters, police reports, and court records, which are in my possession, so I had no trouble getting that content right. Re-creating dialogue, on the other hand, is a much bigger challenge. During the course of my investigation I took extensive notes, kept a journal, and consulted with others whenever possible in an attempt to record the words and emotions of various conversations as accurately as possible. Still, anyone who has ever rehashed an argument with a friend or loved one knows how difficult it can be to agree on what was said yesterday, let alone fifty years ago. I have tried my best to write the dialogue and every other aspect of this memoir without bias or embellishment. But, in the end, readers are usually the best arbiters of truth. You will tell me if this is a story you believe.

I have changed the names of a number of people in the book and have done so without annotation. Using their real names would not alter the story in any way. 6313 Dunblane in San Bernardino, where the shooting took place, is a fictional address.





I have my dead, and I have let them go,

and was amazed to see them so contented,

so soon at home in being dead, so cheerful,

so unlike their reputation. Only you

return; brush past me, loiter, try to knock

against something, so that the sound reveals

your presence, Oh don’t take from me what I

am slowly learning.

RAINER MARIA RILKE






PROLOGUE

I GREW UP on the North Side of Pittsburgh in the 1950s in a typical lower-middle-class family—mother, father, sister, brother—and by the time I was forty-six they were all dead. My mother was the last to go, adrift in a gentle fog of senility that seemed to spare her the heartache of outliving two of her three children. She and I were close and I missed her terribly, but as the years rolled by it was my sister Eileen’s suicide at the age of twenty-seven that nagged at me like a pebble in my shoe. Eileen had been working as a secretary in San Bernardino, California, and was married to her high school sweetheart, Vic Zaccagnini, a police officer. They had no children. I had always known her as a happy, bubbly girl, the brightest smile in the room. Then, suddenly, she was gone.

Details about Eileen’s death were sketchy, nothing much more than the fact that she had died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound. But we also knew that Vic was in the house when the fatal shot was fired, and I wondered how we could be certain that she had committed suicide and Vic had nothing to do with her death. My parents, who were nearly catatonic with grief, asked me to talk to him and try to sort it out. I had known Vic since he was sixteen years old. His mother was my mother’s best friend. When he arrived from California for Eileen’s funeral, the two of us sat down in my parents’ kitchen and talked. The story he told me was long and sad, but the gist was simple—Eileen had been having an affair with her boss, and when that fact was revealed, she shot herself in a fit of remorse. Vic met my eyes openly, his face filled with bewilderment and grief. He answered all my questions, never stumbling or contradicting himself. In short, I believed him. I told my family what he had told me and we got on with our lives as best we could.

Nearly three decades later, I started to write a novel about Eileen. I assumed the book would be fiction, my imagination filling in the blanks in the story I’d been parroting to myself and everyone else for so many years. But everything changed when I uncovered the police reports from the San Bernardino County Sheriff’s Department. According to those reports, Vic had beaten up Eileen shortly before she died, called her a “whore,” and threatened to kill her in front of another cop; moreover, the lead detective appeared to have made up his mind about the case before he ever left the office and never bothered to interview the two women Eileen had talked to on the telephone in the last hour of her life. To me, what had been ruled a suicide now looked like a cover-up, the Sheriff’s Department protecting a fellow officer.

I have spent years searching for the truth about my sister’s death. This is the story of my quest. In the TV world my tale would unfold like one of those true-crime dramas where a dedicated cold-case investigator tracks down every lead and suspect, forensic experts unravel the mysteries of blood and fibers and bullets, and a verdict is rendered with the tap of a judge’s gavel in a court of law.

But I do not live in the TV world.

The last leg of my journey took me to a motel room near the Seattle airport. I was sitting by the desk, one knee bouncing nervously while I doodled on a message pad, waiting to go to a meeting with Vic. I hadn’t seen him since the day of Eileen’s funeral. The meeting had been arranged by Darryl Carlson, a private detective who had become my guide and unflagging companion on my quest. Darryl had said we should go to the meeting empty-handed, no briefcase or notebooks—no hidden recording device—and I agreed. The only exception was a copy of Eileen’s letter in my shirt pocket, the one she wrote to our parents on the day she died. I was certain Vic did not know the letter existed, and I wanted to see the look on his face when he read it.

Darryl glanced at the big Rolex on his wrist and said, “Time to go.”

“Okay. Should I leave the police reports here in the room or take them in the car?”

“You got extra copies, right?”

I nodded.

“Let’s take them. Maybe he’ll want a set.”

“You think?”

Darryl twisted one corner of his mouth in doubt, or maybe it was hope, but didn’t say anything. We put on our coats and walked out to the rental car. It was a dank February evening, pink haze around the arc lights in the parking lot. I pulled out onto the road and asked him how far it was to the restaurant.

“About three miles. You can’t miss it. It’s up on the right.”

“What’s it called again?”

“Thirteen Coins.”

“That’s a terrible name. Sounds like bad luck.”

Darryl grinned, then explained it was from an old wedding custom. The groom gives his bride thirteen coins for Jesus and his disciples.

We stopped at a red light, the windshield wipers mewling as they cleared the mist. I asked him if we should have some sort of signal in case I got nervous and went off track.

“Sure, I’ll just stab you in the leg with my fork?”

My turn to grin. Darryl had a way of talking me down off the ledge. The driver behind me tapped his horn. I looked up and saw the green light and eased ahead.

“Is Vic definitely bringing his wife?” I asked.

Darryl said he thought so. “We want her there. Helps keep things in balance.”

Another mile up the road, Darryl pointed at the sign for 13 Coins, and I found an empty parking spot about fifty yards past the entrance. I turned off the engine and let out a long breath like a runner before a race.

Darryl put his hand on my shoulder. “We’ve come a long way, Jim. You’re gonna be fine. Just take it nice and slow.”

As we walked toward the restaurant in the chilly night air, my feet felt sluggish while my mind rushed ahead. I caught a glimpse of Vic the moment I stepped through the door. He was standing alone near the hostess station, his face in profile. He turned and saw me and lifted his chin in recognition. As I walked toward him, he gave me a wary smile. More than thirty years after Eileen’s death, my journey had come full circle, taking me back to its beginning—I, a jury of one, trying to decide if the hand he held out to me was the hand that had held the gun.




PART ONE
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SEPTEMBER 1974

I WAS ALONE, standing in line at a Pirates-Phillies game, waiting to buy a soft pretzel and beer, when I thought I heard my name on the public address system. Just a flicker of consciousness, the kind of thing that comes and goes and never crosses your mind again—unless there’s a reason. My name is Jim Thomson. It’s a common name, short and easy to remember. Still, when I meet people, they often get it wrong. I’ll introduce myself and the person will smile and shake my hand and end up calling me Tim or Tom, last name Thomas or Johnson. It’s the kind of mistake we all make now and again. We get preoccupied; we’re daydreaming half the time, even when we’re looking someone straight in the eye. I remember my mother scolding me when I was a boy, saying, “You hear what you want to hear.” Which is exactly what happened that night at the ballpark, my name blaring from the loudspeakers, the PA announcer asking Jim Thomson to please report to the information booth, and I, distracted by who knows what—a girl in a low-cut halter? a sudden roar of the crowd?—ignored the summons.

It was mid-September 1974, a balmy evening at Veterans Stadium in Philadelphia. I was a third-year graduate student at the University of Pennsylvania, working on a PhD in American studies. Born and raised in Pittsburgh, I was a loyal Pirates fan and went to the Vet in South Philly a few times each season to watch them play. That night the Pirates took an early lead but couldn’t hold it. I’m sure I stayed until the last out as I always do, a lesson I’d learned as a kid when my older brother, Keith, and I left a Cubs-Pirates game in the top of the ninth and missed an improbable game-winning rally.

I drove home from the stadium and parked in front of the house. My wife, Connie, and I had recently moved to a small duplex in Narberth, a suburb on the Philadelphia Main Line, with our two-year-old daughter, Meg. As I was getting out of the car, Connie turned on the porch light and came out the front door in a sleeveless yellow dress.

“Didn’t they page you at the game?” She crossed her arms, clutching her bare shoulders as if it were cold out. “I called and asked them to page you.”

I was standing on the sidewalk. I couldn’t tell if she was angry or worried.

“Why? What is it?”

“I didn’t know what to do. I kept waiting and waiting for you to call.” Connie sobbed and covered her face with her hands. I ran up the steps and put my arms around her, panic in my head—Not Meggy. Anything but Meggy.

“Tell me,” I said.

“It’s Eileen. She’s dead.”

It was just words for an instant, the news of my sister’s death an abstraction. As if I were suddenly living in a world without cats or trees. A world without Eileen.

“How?”

“She killed herself.”

“No. She wouldn’t.”

Tears rolled down Connie’s face. “With a gun,” she said.

I let out a howl of grief and rage and disbelief, a guttural sound I’d never made before—or since. Our mailbox was a wooden case that had once held some weather instruments on my ship in the Navy. I punched the box and skinned my knuckles on the sturdy louvered slats.

Connie looked frightened, helpless.

“Did she leave a note?” I said.

“I’m not sure. I don’t think your mom knows much yet. Your dad’s still at work. She said she was going to wait for him to get home before she told him.”

I felt a sudden pang of conscience, trying to remember the last time I’d called Eileen or written her a letter. I hadn’t seen her in nearly four years.

“I better go call,” I said, sucking blood from my knuckles. Such a welcome and curable pain.

My parents’ line was busy. So was my brother Keith’s. Connie and I sat down at the kitchen table. She told me Mom had called from Pittsburgh around seven thirty. The conversation had been short, a blur of emotion and chaos that had left Connie thinking Eileen had been killed in an automobile accident. It wasn’t until she’d spoken to Keith’s wife, Alide, that she found out it had been a suicide.

Connie told me she’d put Meg to bed soon after, then called the stadium to page me. “They didn’t want to do it,” she said. “I don’t know why. But I just kept pleading with the guy until he promised.”

I thought back to that moment in the concessions line at the ballpark, that flicker of recognition. Why hadn’t I inquired about the page? Did I think only doctors got summoned? The parents of lost children? Or did I have some subliminal understanding that this message could lead only to heartache, to some life-changing event? Whatever the reason, it earned me two and a half hours of not knowing, a period of time when the most important thing on my mind was the outcome of a baseball game. I pictured Connie sitting there alone with that horrific news, waiting for my call.

I phoned my parents again and my father answered.

“Hello?” It was a question—one-half hope, as if this might be the call that would undo everything, Eileen on the other end of the line, telling him it was all a mistake; the other half dread, as if he expected another blow, some new weight added to his unbearable sorrow.

“It’s me, Dad.”

“Jim,” he said, relief and disappointment in a single syllable.

“I can’t believe this.”

“No, neither can I. I keep thinking maybe… if only I…” The words caught in his throat. “I’ll let you talk to your mother.”

“Hi, Jim,” Mom said. “Connie told me you went to see the Pirates.”

“Mom, I’m sorry. I should have—”

“Oh, no, honey, that’s all right. I had the game on the radio. It was a comfort, knowing you were there.”

The way she said it made me feel like a little boy again, and I let go and cried.
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SEPTEMBER 1953

THE FIRST DAY of school in September 1953 was a big occasion for my brother and sister and me. For Keith it was the start of junior high—walking five blocks to a new school, changing classes each period, eating in the cafeteria instead of coming home for lunch. For Eileen it was the first day of first grade. Real school, I reminded her. No more snacks and games and coloring books like they have in kindergarten. For me, the new year meant leaving my best friend, Joey, and going into an entirely new grade from him. When I finished the second grade in June, my teacher recommended that I skip a grade, which meant I would be joining Miss Wyman’s class. (Actually, it was only a half grade; I’d be going into 3A instead of 3B. The half grades were an anomaly in the Pittsburgh public school system, which meant I eventually graduated from high school in February rather than June with my original class.)

It was a warm, sunny morning; a light breeze was coming through the open window. Keith had already left for school, and Eileen and I were eating breakfast with tea towels fastened around our necks to protect our new school clothes—a white dress with red polka dots for her, an embroidered brown cowboy shirt with green piping for me. As always, we were bickering. No doubt I’d been kicking her chair under the table or teasing her about the way she ate her Cheerios, one O at a time.

“James,” my mother said from the sink, and I knew right away it was something important. “I want you to walk Eileen to school today.”

“Okay, Mom.” I smirked at Eileen. Last year either Keith or our cousin Joanie, who was in fifth grade and lived in the apartment upstairs, had walked her to kindergarten. Now it was my turn.

“This is such a special day for you,” Mom said to Eileen, straightening the ribbon in my sister’s hair, which was brown with blond highlights from the summer sun. Mom had put it up in curlers last night, so it fell in ringlets around her face. “First grade! You’re gonna have so much fun.” (Because I skipped and Eileen’s birthday was just past the cut-off date for first grade, she ended up being two and a half years behind me in school even though we were only fifteen months apart.)

Eileen was quiet. I knew she didn’t like this new arrangement, but she wasn’t putting up a fuss.

When it was time to go, Mom walked us out the front door. She wet her fingertip and wiped a smudge off the white toe of Eileen’s saddle shoe.

“Oh, yinz look nice,” she said. “I wish I had a camera.” (Yinz is the Pittsburgh equivalent of the Southern y’all. It wasn’t until I went away to college that I learned that this word and several others that I used were unique to Pittsburgh—redd up for tidy up, nebby for nosy, jumbo for bologna. As for pronunciation, a young man from Pittsburgh warshes his hands in the sink, buys flires for his girlfriend, and tries to pool himself up by his bootstraps.)

Eileen and I started down the front steps.

“Hold your sister’s hand when you cross the street,” Mom said to me. “And make sure you take her all the way to her classroom. Eileen, you wait for Jimmy by the door at lunchtime.”

We lived at 911 Wettach Street, half a block from the Schiller School. Eileen and I walked down the sidewalk past the two redbrick duplexes identical to our own. The safety boy was waiting at the curb on the corner, a clean white patrol belt across his chest. There was no traffic at the intersection, but he spread his arms to block our path. I didn’t look back, but I knew my mother was still watching as I took Eileen’s hand to cross the street.

Inside the school door, I walked Eileen down the hall. “You’re in Miss Gilliland’s class,” I said. “She’s real nice.” I loved Miss Gilliland. She wore perfume that smelled like my mother’s lilac talcum powder, her blond hair marcelled in perfect waves.

Eileen hadn’t said a word since we left the house. The door of her classroom was propped open. Two steps into the room she burst into tears.

“What’s the matter?” I said.

“I want… to… go… home.” Big tears were rolling down her cheeks, snot coming out of her nose, red welts forming around her dark eyebrows. Normally, this would have been my chance to laugh and call her a crybaby, but I was so surprised I missed my cue and put my arm around her shoulder.

“Why do you want to go home? You like school.” I looked around the classroom and pointed out her friend Elaine Silver.

Elaine was sitting at her desk watching us, uncertain whether she should smile at Eileen or join in the wailing. Miss Gilliland rushed from the back of the room, where she had been arranging some books, and squatted down in front of Eileen, her blue dress fanning out around her feet.

“Hey, sweetheart, what’s the matter? Is your brother picking on you again?” She gave me a wink.

Eileen shook her head and pressed closer to my side.

“That’s one of the first things you learn in the first grade,” Miss Gilliland said. “How to get back at your big brother.” She pulled a tissue from her pocket and started wiping Eileen’s face.

Eileen gave one last shuddering sob and let the teacher take her in her arms.

“Thanks, Jimmy,” Miss Gilliland said with a smile. “She’ll be fine.”



I felt a knot in my stomach as I made my way up the stairs to Miss Wyman’s classroom on the second floor. This was big-kid territory, a place I’d rarely been. I walked into the room apprehensively and looked around. There were a few familiar faces of boys I knew from the playground, but no one who was a friend, no one inviting me to take a seat beside them. I eased my way to the back of the classroom and found an empty desk next to a girl with a giant green ribbon in her hair.

Shortly after we’d recited the Pledge of Allegiance, Miss Wyman passed out pencils and paper and told us to write about what we had done over summer vacation. I printed my name carefully at the top of the white lined paper and began a story about our family trip to the Allegheny County Fair. I’d seen a horse jump off a tower into a swimming pool, a man shot out of a cannon, a zucchini as big as a baseball bat. As I paused, trying to remember the name of the Indian who threw knives at a woman strapped to a board, I noticed the girl with the green ribbon was writing, not printing; so was the boy on the other side of me, each word a continuous line of loops and swirls. I wanted to emulate my classmates, but I didn’t know how to make all the letters and string them together, so I raised my hand.

“Would you please tell me how to make a writing S?” I asked Miss Wyman.

“A what?”

“A writing S.” I drew a squiggly line with my finger in the air. “Not printing, the other kind.”

The class burst out laughing. Now I was the Thomson kid who was about to cry. Miss Wyman came over to my desk and quickly saw my problem. She told me to go ahead and print my composition. Then, before I left to go home for lunch, she pulled me aside and said she didn’t have time to teach me cursive.

“Ask your mom and dad to show you,” she said matter-of-factly. “You’ll pick it up fast. You can print all your work for the next two weeks, then you’ll have to write in longhand like everyone else.”

She knew I was smart, and I did too. I was usually the kid whose hand went up first when the teacher asked a question, even when it meant getting teased by boys who thought that being smart made me a weakling and a coward, which was my own secret fear because my big brother fought all my battles for me.



Eileen was waiting for me by the door of her classroom, smiling, happy.

As we crossed the street on the way home, she said, “Don’t tell Mommy I was crying this morning, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Promise?”

“Promise,” I said. But I told anyway.
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SEPTEMBER 1974

THE MORNING after Eileen’s death I called my parents again. They said her body would be flown back to Pittsburgh, but no other arrangements had been made. Connie and I loaded up our station wagon for the five-hour drive, Meg happily ensconced in the wayback with her books and toys, a blanket and pillow. Two months shy of her third birthday, she was talkative and curious, already reading books like Hop on Pop and Go, Dog. Go! Meg had a round face, brown hair, and dancing brown eyes. My parents often said she looked like Eileen at that age. The two had never met, so Connie and I told her that her aunt had died in a car accident. How could we explain Eileen’s suicide to a small child? We couldn’t explain it to ourselves.

After a stop at a HoJo’s on the turnpike for gas and lunch, Meg fell asleep, which gave Connie and me time to talk openly about Eileen. Connie had one of Meg’s dolls on her lap, absent-mindedly snapping and unsnapping the big plastic buttons on its dress. (Since she’d stopped smoking, she had never been quite sure what else to do with her hands.)

“Do you think it had something to do with work?” she said.

“I don’t know, Con. I thought she loved her job.” Eileen had been a secretary for the San Bernardino County school system. She could take shorthand and type like a demon.

“Yeah, and they just bought that new house.”

“Mom said Vic didn’t want to do it, but Eileen kept pushing him. Found the new house and filled out all the papers herself.”

“She’s such a little dynamo,” Connie said, then let out a sigh, realizing the present tense was no longer applicable.

Eileen had told me about the house on the phone. She had been so pleased with herself, telling me how they’d managed to buy the new house and hold on to the old one, which they were renting out. Teasing her, I said she was on her way to becoming a real estate mogul.

“Well, a mogulette, anyway,” she’d said, laughing at her own expense. She had been a majorette in high school, a position she’d coveted dearly, spending hours perfecting her baton twirling in the alley behind our apartment.



Connie and I had been married the day after Christmas in 1969, then spent much of the year apart—I on my Navy ship in the South China Sea, she teaching fifth grade in a Boston suburb. I was a lieutenant junior grade and the navigator of the USS Procyon, which supplied food to the ports of South Vietnam and the gunships and aircraft carriers that patrolled the coast. When the Procyon returned stateside in the late summer, Connie joined me in California. We lived in an apartment in Oakland and saved every penny we could, determined to spend a year traveling in Europe when I got out of the Navy—or at least until the money ran out. On the day of my discharge, we headed for the East Coast via San Bernardino to visit Eileen and Vic.

The town felt a little depressing to me—a drab, sprawling grid—but Vic and Eileen loved it. They drove us around and showed us the sights. A recent fire had left a black swath across the mountains, and a charred smell still hung in the air. The weather was chilly. Connie took a photograph of Eileen and Vic and me in our jackets, standing on a hill with the mountains in the background. We all went out to dinner, then bowling, and had a good time. Eileen and Vic were sweet and playful with each other. Sometimes I’d catch her looking at him the way she did back in high school, giddy with love.

A few weeks later, Connie and I left for Europe, our odyssey taking us from Wales to Turkey. We came home after seven months because Connie was pregnant. I found a job with a publishing company as a college textbook salesman in the Philadelphia area. Meg was born in November 1971. The next fall I started grad school at Penn. Money was tight, California three thousand miles away. I never saw Eileen again.



Connie said, “I can’t believe she shot herself.” She undid a snap on the doll’s dress. “I hate guns. They’re so… irrevocable.”

I didn’t respond immediately. I knew that Eileen could handle a gun. Vic was a cop; he’d taught her to use a pistol and they kept one in the house for her protection. She’d told me about going to the firing range once. Laughed and called herself Annie Oakley. It bothered me a little, picturing her with a gun, but I didn’t say anything. Growing up, Keith and I had had pop guns, cap guns, squirt guns. But a line had been drawn when we asked for a BB gun—our parents said no, not even if we bought it with the money we’d saved from our paper route. My father was a city boy who had never gone hunting in his life. To him, guns were just a way for us to get into trouble.

My mother felt the same. Her younger brother Frank had been a gun enthusiast. When he was twenty-three, he got into an altercation over a pistol with the owner of a gas station. The details of the incident were unclear. The newspapers said it was an attempted robbery, but family members maintained it was more of a prank, Frank acting on a dare, trying to recover a gun that had been taken away from one of Frank’s friends. What’s clear is this—Frank was shot during the incident, and the bullet shattered the bone in his upper right arm. After a long stay in the hospital, he was released on bail. Frank had worked in CCC camps as teenager and had never been in trouble with the law before. People said he used to be happy-go-lucky, but when he came home from the hospital, he was desolate at the prospect of going to prison. Babush, my Polish grandmother, told him he’d brought shame on the family. He became sad and withdrawn, taking long, solitary walks. My mother recalled how he’d walk from Babush’s in Penn Hills to the North Side to visit her, twelve miles away. One day, on the way to see an attorney, Frank jumped off the Sharpsburg bridge.

No, there would be no guns for the Thomson boys. By the time Keith and I were adults we agreed. Neither of us ever owned a gun. But Eileen had one, and she used it.



When I’d spoken with my mother the night before, she told me Eileen had been depressed. She said Eileen and Vic had been separated since the beginning of the summer but didn’t want anyone to know, so my parents had kept it a secret. I felt hurt that Eileen hadn’t told me about her troubles. I would have been on her side no matter what.

In the car I said to Connie, “Mom said Eileen had been depressed. It’s just so strange. I didn’t know she had any problems.”

“Well, there were all those miscarriages. Maybe that had something to do with it?”

Eileen had had several miscarriages, none of the pregnancies lasting more than three or four months.

“Yeah, okay. But that isn’t enough to make you kill yourself.”

“It’s not just losing the baby, Jim. Your whole world is turned upside down. Every hormone in your body going off like popcorn.”

“Do you remember when she had the last one?”

“Around Thanksgiving, I think. Maybe she had another one and didn’t tell anybody.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Obviously there were a lot of things we didn’t know. I wish she and Vic had adopted, but I guess he wasn’t interested.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Connie said. “Why do some people think it has to be their own flesh and blood? Either you want children or you don’t. You hold that baby in your arms for two seconds and it’s yours. That was probably one of the reasons why they separated.”

I shrugged. “I just don’t get it. It seemed to me like she spent all her time worrying about everybody else.”

“Maybe that was the problem. She kept everything bottled up inside.” Connie snapped and unsnapped a button on the doll’s dress.

Annoyed by her fiddling, I snatched the doll away and tossed it into the back seat. “Well, she sure found a fucking melodramatic way to let it out.”

Connie flinched as if she’d been slapped.

“I’m sorry,” I said, my eyes filling with tears. “I’m just so angry.”

“It’s okay.” She gave me a sad smile. “You’re allowed to be upset.”

We drove in silence for a while. I didn’t like myself much at the moment. I’d always prided myself on my even-temperedness and self-control; now I was uncertain where my emotions would take me from one minute to the next. I’d been up much of the night, staring at the thin trapezoid of light from the streetlamp coming in past the window shade, trying to process my feelings. I’d never had anyone close to me commit suicide. People who did so were obviously desperate, but it seemed like such a selfish act. I remembered talking with my friend Cody in the middle of the night while we were on watch in the South China Sea, one of those times when men tell each other things they would never say in the light of day. Cody’s father and brother had both committed suicide, and he was having a tough time coping with the loss.

“It’s like they leave a coin for you to carry around in your pocket,” he said. “Heads is anger, tails is guilt.”
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1953–1959

WHEN WE were kids, Eileen and I couldn’t spend five minutes in a room together without quarreling, and would often end up slapping and kicking and pulling each other’s hair. One time she bit my arm so hard she left purple teeth marks in my skin. My mother resorted to all sorts of punishments to get us to stop—a wooden Fli-Back paddle was usually her first choice, no time spent trying to figure out which of us was at fault—but nothing seemed to work. I’m fairly certain I was the primary instigator. Eileen’s very existence seemed like an affront, and I wished she would disappear. I couldn’t remember when she wasn’t there, bugging me.

Living in a three-room apartment, we had a hard time getting away from one another. The house on Wettach Street was owned by my father’s cousin Charles Thomson, who lived upstairs with his wife and three children. Originally built as a single-family dwelling, the house had been divided into two apartments by converting one of the second-floor bedrooms into a kitchen. Our apartment on the first floor consisted of the kitchen, my parents’ bedroom, and the “front room.” During the day the front room served as our living room; at night, Keith and I slept on the foldout couch, Eileen on a single bed in the corner. I was a bed wetter until I was ten or eleven, which made things uncomfortable for my brother, but he never upbraided me or teased me about it, as he had been a bed wetter himself. We had no bathroom in our apartment, just a toilet down in the cellar. Saturday evenings we children would troop upstairs one by one to bathe in our cousins’ tub.

Lying in bed at night, Keith and Eileen and I would talk and tell stories. We’d pretend we were cowboys trying to hold off a band of marauding Apaches, or GIs driving the Japs out of Iwo Jima. As we prepared for battle, Keith would announce that somebody had to play the bad guy—it wasn’t any fun if we were all on the same side. Eileen and I were natural enemies, and Keith said we couldn’t have two boys against a girl, so most of the time it was me against them. Once the battle was underway one of two things would happen—either we’d have a pillow fight and make so much noise that Mom would come in and yell at us, or Keith would hold me down so Eileen could tickle me, and one of my flailing limbs would whack her and she’d start to cry and Mom would come in and yell at us.

All in all, we had a happy childhood, with one notable caveat—my father was a drunk. One minute he’d be laughing and bouncing you on his knee, the next minute he’d grab you by the throat, sputtering with rage. In perhaps my earliest memory at the age of three or four, I was acting silly, trying to steal a few extra minutes before I went off to bed. When I tried to crawl onto my dad’s lap, he threw me across the room like a rag doll and I struck my head on the iron stove in our kitchen. My mother screamed at him as I sobbed in her arms, a huge lump forming on the back of my head. (Conventional wisdom said you should never let children go to sleep after a hard bump on the head or they might never wake up, so Mom was determined to keep me awake for an hour or two.) Not long after that incident, my mother decided to leave my dad. She told me I was going to have to stay with my aunt Mil and uncle Norb for a while because there wasn’t enough room for me at Babush’s, who lived with Aunt Pauline (my mother’s youngest sister), Uncle Pete, and their two children in a tiny four-room house. Mom, Keith, and Eileen stayed at Babush’s for about a week, but the situation was untenable. Soon we were all back together on Wettach Street, Dad maudlin and contrite, Mom vowing to leave him again as soon as she could find the means.

My father was a dry cleaner. He picked up clothes from his customers and brought them to a dry-cleaning plant that serviced independent drivers, then returned the clothes to his customers the following week. Dad was six feet tall, bald, with a big belly and short, powerful arms. He wore thick, wire-rimmed glasses that left deep indentations on the sides of his nose when he took the glasses off to clean them. His teeth were brown and broken—Mom said it was the result of brushing too hard, one of his many excesses—and he lost them all by the time he was fifty. He had a deep voice with a booming laugh, but the scariest times were when he was silent and brooding. The rest of us would sit nervously at the dinner table, eyes fixed on our food, waiting for an eruption. My father drank red wine, which he bought in half-gallon jugs. He kept one jug under the kitchen sink, another in his truck. I remember sneaking sips, trying to discover the magic it held, but I winced every time I took a taste.

He finally quit drinking when I was eight. Years later, when he was dying of cancer, I suggested he take a shot of whiskey to help ease the pain.

“Nah, Jim,” he said, flapping his hand to dismiss the suggestion. “Beating the bottle may be the best thing I’ve ever done in my life. I’m not giving in now.”



My family was poor, but I don’t think I ever realized it when I was growing up. We wore hand-me-down clothes and put strips of cardboard in our shoes when they got holes in the soles, but so did lots of other kids. Keith started a paper route when he was ten, delivering the afternoon edition of the Pittsburgh Sun-Telegraph, and I was his helper. We had 110 customers over an area of about four city blocks. I was six years old. I had a job, which I was proud of, and I loved being with my brother every day. All the money we earned from the paper route went to the family budget, which my mother managed. Keith got an allowance of a dollar a week and I got a quarter.

Frugality was the watchword in our house. We scrimped on everything—clothes, food, toilet paper, haircuts. When the TV broke, we’d wait for a year or more before we got it fixed or bought another. I don’t remember being hungry, but I loved milk and resented having to drink the powdered stuff my mother mixed with water, which tasted like liquid chalk. I remember telling my mother when I was about ten or eleven, “When I grow up, I’m going have real milk at my house all the time.” She gave me a wistful smile and said, “I hope you can.”



Our family moved from the apartment on Wettach Street when I was twelve to a new apartment on Voskamp Street. We kids liked the place. Eileen got her own room on the second floor while Keith and I shared the room with steep eaves in the attic, but my parents thought the wooden building with its balky furnace was a firetrap. A year later we moved to a first-floor apartment of a brick building on Chestnut Street, near the corner of a busy intersection two blocks north of the Allegheny River. This was a railroad apartment, the rooms connected like cars on a train—living room in front and kitchen in back with the bedrooms in between. The only way in or out of the kitchen was through the bathroom, unless you went out the bulkhead doorway in back and walked around the building. Our solution if someone was in the bathroom—my father spent an inordinate amount of time reading the newspaper while “sitting on the throne”—was to tap on the door, say, “Coming through,” and turn your head away in deference to the person on the toilet. There was no central heat in the apartment, just electric space heaters in the bedrooms and a gas stove in the living room. The lights would flicker every time one of the space heaters kicked on, and we had a box of fuses handy for the inevitable overloads. When we crawled out from under the mountains of blankets on the beds on winter mornings, we could see our breath.

For Keith, Eileen, and me the best thing about moving to Chestnut Street was having the Sarah Heinz House, the local Boys & Girls Club, one block away. Affiliated with the nearby H. J. Heinz Company, Heinz House had a swimming pool and gymnasium, game rooms with Ping-Pong and pool tables, a lobby with a fireplace and the latest issues of numerous magazines—Life, Time, National Geographic, Popular Mechanics. As Eileen and I got older, Heinz House became the center of our social life. It was the place where I learned to dance, where I got my first kiss.

In 1959, a year after we moved to Chestnut Street, Keith graduated from high school and joined the Air Force. For Eileen and me, now both in our early teens, it was almost as if he’d flipped a switch on his way out the door, his departure triggering dramatic changes in our lives. Eileen stopped growing—stuck permanently at five feet, one half inch—got braces on her teeth, and developed large breasts that drew sidelong glances from my pals. I grew six inches and gained forty pounds in one year. My voice got deeper and my body sprouted hair. We both had severe acne. With our new bodies, Eileen and I became somewhat shy and awkward with each another—and we finally started to get along. Maybe we knew, on some intuitive level, that the stakes were much higher now, our pubescent egos forever dangling on the edge of insecurity and self-loathing. Or maybe we simply stopped acting like children. One thing for certain, with Keith gone we were no longer vying for his attention, and that alone had a big effect on the dynamic between us.

When we were children, my parents used to refer to me as Eileen’s “little brother.” It was an endearment, a way of distinguishing me from Keith, but I didn’t like it. I think that’s why I have such a vivid memory of walking Eileen to school the day she started first grade. That morning my mother made it clear, and Miss Gilliland confirmed, that I was Eileen’s big brother too. It simply took six more years and Keith’s leaving for the Air Force for Eileen to grant me that role and for me to start acting the part.

The peculiar thing about the childhood hostilities between Eileen and me is that they were an aberration. Truth was, we were both good kids, more alike than different. We rarely got in trouble and were mortified when we did. Everything about us was geared toward making people like us, especially the adults in charge. Unabashed teachers’ pets, we brought home report cards from elementary school with near perfect grades for our academic work and gold stars, literally, for conduct. Not so with Keith. One marking period when he was in the sixth grade, his teachers gave him straight As in his subjects, straight “poors” in behavior. The teachers were making a point, I suppose. Then again, so was he. He was a rebel and proud of it, less an outlaw than a provocateur. He was suspended from elementary school for refusing to sing in music class; he wrote his senior thesis in high school English on gonorrhea. He was six foot one, handsome, a varsity swimmer with a cocky grin and a swagger in his walk. He got the highest math score at Allegheny High School on the College Board test. Eileen and I idolized him, but his defiance puzzled us. Why not be good, we wondered. It seemed like its own reward.

When Eileen and I became adults, the difference between Keith and the two of us became even more profound. She and I were plodders, overachievers. Content with our quiet, mundane lives, we were both advancing slowly in our careers, earning the adult equivalent of gold stars. Keith, on the contrary, seemed to grow angrier and more frustrated with each passing year. A womanizer at heart, he was married with four children. Despite his expertise in computer technology, he could not advance in his job at IBM for lack of a college degree. He loved to go to bars and drink, and when he did, he wore an attitude like a plume in his cap, ready to fuck or fight, whichever opportunity came first.

In our letters and infrequent telephone calls, Eileen and I discussed Keith’s problems. It was a comfort, having her to talk to. At least one of my siblings was stable and happy. Or so I thought.
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FALL 1962–SPRING 1964

TRAFFIC ON the turnpike was light except for the big tractor trailers. As Connie dozed off, I could feel the pressure in my ears as I drove up into the mountains.

And then.

Eileen is dead.

The thought came to me all at once, a simple, incontrovertible fact announcing itself without warning or regard. It felt like a punch in the chest, a blow against which I had no defense. I would never see her again, never talk to her. How could that be possible? I tried to rewind the film in my head to earlier, happier times, but I couldn’t get past an image of my little sister—her eager brown eyes focused on what?—with a gun in her hand. I’d had that same vision many times as I lay awake last night. There was no way to shake it. I knew it would keep coming back again and again until I got used to it. In the most rational part of my mind, I told myself it didn’t matter how Eileen had died—only that she was gone. Still, I couldn’t stop wondering, What was her last thought before she pulled the trigger?



This wasn’t the first time my life had been touched by a gun.

At football practice my senior year of high school I had been one of the ring leaders in a hazing. A boy named Roger Kinney had hung back after the first day’s practice and avoided the gauntlet of fists in the shower room, the price each rookie paid for being part of the team. A few of us veterans warned Kinney he was going to get some extra licks after practice the next day for skipping the traditional hazing, and told him not to come back unless he got his shaggy hair cut. He chose to defy us.

We pummeled Kinney in the showers the next day; then six of us dressed quickly and waited for him in the parking lot. Eddy Radzik brought a pair of scissors just in case we needed them. Kinney sauntered toward us with a gym bag in his hand, a friend walking beside him. We made a wide circle around the two boys, and Eddy approached Kinney with the scissors in hand, snipping them menacingly. When Eddy tried to grab Kinney by the hair, everything seemed to speed up. Kinney reached into the gym bag and there was a sharp cracking noise. Eddy stumbled backward. Chip Andraitis rushed in and slammed Kinney across the cheek with a vicious forearm. Kinney fell, rolling over onto his back, then got up on one knee, a small pistol in his hand. Chip retreated, his hands up, until his back was against a fence. Ten feet away, Kinney fired at him twice.

We stood there transfixed as Kinney rose to his feet and held the gun on us, a stillness in the air, no sound except the echo of the gunshots. Kinney and his friend turned and ran down the path on the side of the hill. I was more enraged than frightened. I couldn’t believe the punk’s audacity. I figured he must have had a starter’s pistol. If the gun had been a real gun, surely Chip would be dead. But Eddy said his leg was burning, and when he pulled down his pants, there was a small red dot the size of a pencil eraser on his thigh.

Someone took Eddy to the hospital. The next morning, I learned that he had been shot by a .22 pistol, the bullet so small the doctors didn’t bother trying to take it out. That afternoon, two plainclothes detectives came to the practice field and took my teammates and me to a juvenile detention center. We sat for hours in a large room with about thirty other boys, most of them in faded brown jumpsuits, a television mounted high on the wall playing at full volume.

For the first time, I felt myself getting anxious. The guards wouldn’t tell us anything, and I was late for work as a doorman at a movie theater and didn’t want to lose my job. When I asked a guard if I could use the telephone, he grinned and said, “You think everyone gets one phone call? That’s TV bullshit, kid. Go sit your ass down. I’ll tell you when you can call your mommy.”

The investigators came and got us one by one. When it was my turn, a bald, burly detective kept asking me the same questions again and again. Why had we been bullying Kinney? Had I punched him in the shower? Who brought the scissors? I couldn’t understand why he was being so hostile. Kinney wasn’t a victim. He was the one who shot my friend.

They let me go home about nine thirty that evening. I went back to football practice the next day and life returned to normal. In the second game of the season, I ran a punt back seventy-five yards for a touchdown. Against Carrick, I scored three more touchdowns. It was Eileen’s first semester of high school. I could see the look of pride in her eyes when we said hi to each other in the halls, her girlfriends whispering and giggling when I walked by. I was a star and I knew it.

Midway through the season there was a trial in juvenile court. My friends and I were charged with assault and battery, Kinney with assault with a deadly weapon—no lawyers, no jury, just a judge asking questions. My friends and I stood before him, listing our accomplishments—honor roll, student council, National Honor Society. Kinney had no feathers in his cap, nothing that made him stand out from countless other boys except for the fact that he’d shot someone. He kept mumbling and the judge had to ask him to speak up.
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