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And the wild
regrets, and the bloody sweats,

None knew so well
as I:

For he who lives
more lives than one

More deaths than
one must die.

 


– Oscar Wilde,
The Ballad of Reading Gaol
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Leo Adrian Wilde, aged twelve, sat in an
uncomfortable plastic chair in a hospital waiting room, all by
himself. He was scared. His mother was in surgery. She was gonna be
okay. Gil had already told him that. They were just putting a pin
in her broken leg. She’d lost the baby, but she was gonna be
okay.

Leo wasn’t scared for his mom. He was scared
for himself. His mom . . . The miscarriage, the surgery . . . Gil
was gonna say it was all his fault. It was really Gil’s fault, but
he was the adult, as he never failed to remind Leo. Gil was bigger,
stronger, in charge of Leo’s life. He was going to say it was all
Leo’s fault, and then he’d proceed to take it out on him.

Leo lived in a world where everything
changed on a daily basis, as if all the rooms he occupied were
connected to giant pulleys. They’d switch around, up and down, back
and forth, on end, without warning.

Today, his mom would be happy and joyful and
loving. She’d hug him, kiss him, tell him how proud she was of him.
She’d tell him what a great big brother he was going to be.

Then the next day, she’d be quiet and sad.
She wouldn’t hug him, she wouldn’t even look at him. She’d say how
she wasn’t sure if it was the best idea to be bringing a new life
into the world. She’d be annoyed. She’d tell him not to piss Gil
off.

Leo believed that his mother loved him, most
days, except those times when she chose to placate Gil instead of
accommodating Leo’s wants or needs. Those were the days when she
said, “Gil won’t like that,” and then Leo knew that he wouldn’t get
to play soccer or he wouldn’t be getting that new computer game.
Leo realized that this was for the best – Gil in his normal surly
mode was better than Gil angry, for both of them – but Leo hated
his mom a little bit when she did it.

His stepfather’s moods were similarly
erratic. Leo learned the signs and symptoms of Gil’s dark days:
perhaps a whiff of alcohol on his breath, or silence when he
entered a room, followed by a hate-filled glare. From about the age
of five or so, Leo had learned to make himself scarce immediately
at these times, if it was at all possible.

Gil did have some good days. There were
never any hugs and kisses, or praise, although on the best days,
Gil would be almost friendly to his stepson. He might say hello,
offer Leo the slight upturning of his mouth that passed for a
smile. He might ask Leo what he was up to, how his life was going.
Gil wouldn’t listen to the boy’s replies, because he didn’t care
what his stepson was up to. Gil didn’t care about how Leo’s life
was going, and Leo knew it. But at least he asked every now and
again.

Still, Leo had learned to be wary of his
stepfather’s good days also, because they could quickly turn sour.
Sometimes his cheer was the result of tossing back a couple with
his buddies from the job. If those buddies were around, then it was
all right. Gil didn’t deride Leo, or insult him, he didn’t tell him
that he was as worthless as his ol’ man, if his friends were at the
house. Gil didn’t backhand Leo in front of his buddies.

Gil never said that oldie
but goodie in front of Leo’s mom, either: you’re as worthless as your ol’ man. That one was Gil’s special expression of love for his stepson,
held in reserve for those unfortunate times when they found
themselves alone. If Leo failed at some task, or said the wrong
thing, and no one else was around, that was Gil’s go to
comment: you’re as worthless as your ol’
man.

That saying the wrong thing problem? That
was the funny thing, except it wasn’t funny at all. It was another
portal into the shifting-of-rooms feeling for Leo. He was never
sure, from one day to the next, what the wrong thing was going to
be. Some days, when his stepfather was in a black mood, if Leo just
said hi, it was enough for Gil to reply, “Hey, how ‘bout you shut
the fuck up?”

Sometimes, a question answered, a simple
comment made, would get Leo that familiar glare, but on other days,
Gil would be almost conversational. He might even ask Leo’s opinion
– what color should we paint the bathroom? Or, how ‘bout dem
Raiders?

Even then, Leo was never sure what to
expect. If he suggested white for the bathroom, Gil might think
that was a good idea, or he might tell Leo that he lacked
imagination. Win or lose, if he praised the Raiders, one day Gil
might agree. The next he might say Leo was a band-wagoner if they
were winning, or a hater if they were losing.

This constant eddying state of flux of his
parents’ moods caused Leo to become vigilant, cagey. He became a
pathological liar, at least when he was dealing with them. The
simplest answer was always the best, regardless if it was true or
not.

“Did you go up to the store yet?”

A simple enough question. But was he gonna
get yelled at if he said he’d already gone, because something new
was to be added to the list? Or was he gonna get screamed at for
being lazy for still being here?

Leo would stare keenly at Gil or his mom,
trying to read his or her mind. He’d become almost preternaturally
observant, far beyond his years, as if he was a psychologist, bound
to discover his parents’ deepest motivations. What was the answer
they wanted today? Which answer would be the safest?

Leo became adept at reading their moods, if
not their minds, and he’d supply the answer that would allow his
life to go on in the smoothest manner possible, whether it was the
truth or not. Whether he’d already visited the market or hadn’t, he
manufactured a lie based on what he thought they wanted to hear.
Whatever would get them to shut up and leave him alone the
quickest.

The mindless uncertainty to his parents’
moods, as well as the definite certainty of his stepfather’s
dislike, was the way of Leo’s life. He was able to hate it – he was
able to hate Gil – because he knew things didn’t have to be this
way. When he was with his grandparents or his aunts – and
especially when he was with his Uncle Nick – Leo experienced what a
normal, loving family was like. From the time he could cross the
street by himself, from the time he could go up the hill without
getting lost and frightened on the path through the trees, he tried
to spend as much time with his extended family as he could.

But they were only his extended family,
after all. Leo lived under Gil’s roof. Gil supported him, housed
him, clothed him, fed him – his stepfather never let him forget all
that – so Leo (and his always appeasing mother) were therefore
subject to Gil’s strict rules, his whims.

Since he knew that there was another way,
since he realized that the other adults in his family were kind and
fair, loving and just, Leo didn’t act out. He didn’t rebel against
the many unfairnesses of his life. He appeared for all the world to
be a quiet, thoughtful, well-adjusted boy. But just like anyone
else who lived with a viper in his midst, Leo was also sneaky and
scheming. He woke up in a brave new world every day. What kind of
fanciful stories would he have to invent to help him get through it
unscathed?

To his constant and appalled amazement, Leo
saw proof that his mother loved Gil. She wished that her husband
was nicer to her boy, but . . . Leo thought that she was just
waiting out the time until Leo was a grown-up and would be gone. He
thought that his mother loved him only when it was convenient for
her, when it wouldn’t piss Gil off for some unfathomable reason.
Leo could see that she was frequently torn between her love for her
boy and her love for her husband, but since she almost always
picked her husband – her son would be gone someday – Leo thought
his mother was weak. He loved her, but he also hated that weakness
in her. He lied to her as effortlessly as he lied to Gil. There was
no need to keep multiple stories straight that way, and since she
most often sided with Gil anyway, a lie was easier. Safer.

Gil loved no one but himself, Leo was sure
of that. He unfailingly took his own needs into consideration
first, way before those of his wife and stepson. Gil wouldn’t want
to drive Leo to soccer practice, or stand around on the sidelines
while he played, so soccer was out. No computer game this month,
because Gil didn’t think there was any point to them, and he could
use the money for something for himself, such as putting gas in
Leo’s grandfather’s boat.

Gil didn’t take
One Wilde Ride out very
often, but anytime he did, he’d invariably be gone for the whole
weekend, and that was fine with Leo. His mother didn’t care for the
activity, and Leo hated the water, so Gil went by
himself.

When he was little, Leo’s aversion to water
had disconcerted his grandfather. Leo loved Grandpa Ian, so he’d
tried to please him and enjoy boating, but it was just not
possible. The brown waters of Lake Perris and the green ones of
Elsinore always felt slimy and unclean on Leo’s skin. His
imagination peopled them with sea monsters, waiting for the first
opportunity to drag him to their depths, to his doom.

Even if Leo couldn’t be persuaded to enjoy
boating, his grandfather had insisted that the boy learn to swim.
It was something everybody needed to know how to do, Ian contended.
It was an integral part of life. So Grandpa Ian and Uncle Nick
faithfully took Leo to swim lessons every Saturday at the YMCA. He
still didn’t take to the life aquatic. Leo just didn’t like to be
in the water. But at least at the Y’s big blue pool, the water was
clean and he could see the bottom.

Leo received his certificate at the age of
six. He knew how to swim. His grandfather was proud of this simple
achievement, undertaken by the boy just to please him. Leo could
swim, his grandfather was satisfied, and boat rides were never
brought up again. Grandpa Ian didn’t use his boat anymore,
anyway.

Gil would pack up
One Wilde Ride and head
off to the lake by himself, or with a couple of his buddies. Leo
relished these weekends, rare though they were, because he got to
spend them alone with his mom. She’d be pleasant and attentive
then. She’d show Leo a motherly devotion, assure him that he was
the most important thing in her life. And Leo would believe it, at
least until Gil came back home.

 


 


TWO


Leo didn’t have to lie to the rest of his
family. Their moods were always relevant to the situation; an
answer to a question posed yesterday would garner the same reaction
today. All the rooms in their houses stayed put. His grandparents
loved each other, and they loved him, and the two little old ladies
that he called his aunts, they loved him, too.

But all these members of
Leo’s family were old, and they always struck Leo as unusually
watchful – especially Daina, his grandmother. Like she’s waiting for something, Leo
had thought for his entire life. What is
she waiting for?

But Leo’s Uncle Nick wasn’t watchful. He
wasn’t that much older than the boy – a little more than fifteen
years – so he was too young to be Leo’s father. Nick had always
treated Leo like a favorite little brother; he’d always been Leo’s
best friend. More or less, Nick was his only friend. Gil didn’t
like it if his stepson invited his peers over to the house, and
kids Leo’s own age didn’t like his stepfather’s menacing
stares.

But Nick didn’t care about Gil’s hard looks.
Leo knew that his stepfather and his uncle didn’t get along. From
little on, Leo had noticed that they avoided each other. That was
also fine with Leo.

Nick’s parents had gifted him with Marta’s
red 1986 BMW as a Christmas present in 1992. The DMV was closed the
next day, on his sixteenth birthday, but when he passed his
driver’s test the following Monday, the first place he drove was
out to see his eight-month-old-cousin. From then on, it was Uncle
Nick that did all the kid things with Leo. Nick took him to the
Festival of Lights downtown during the holidays, Nick took him to
the mall to sit on Santa’s knee. Gil had been the one to tell Leo
that there really was no Santa Claus, but Leo had asked Nick for
confirmation.

Nick took Leo to Disneyland and Knott’s
Berry Farm. Nick took him to the movies, played games with him on
his computer. Nick would’ve taken him to soccer practice, but Gil
put his foot down. “That asshole Wilde kid doesn’t need another
excuse to be hanging around here. He’s here too much as it is.”

Nick covertly encouraged Leo’s dislike for
his stepdad. “I know he’s an asshole, Leo. You just gotta put up
with it for now. When you get old enough, you can tell him to fuck
off and come live with me.” Nick would smile and slap his cousin on
the back. “But don’t tell him I said that. It’ll only make things
worse now.”

Things had been bad enough his whole life.
Now, at twelve, Leo knew that they were about to get much
worse.

Leo took his flip-phone out of his pocket
and called Nick again. He glanced furtively out the window of the
waiting room as he did so. The phone had been a gift from his uncle
– Gil thought it was ridiculous that a twelve-year-old kid had
something as expensive and delicate, as complicated, as a cellphone
– and he didn’t like to see Leo on it. He didn’t even have one
himself, although he was always talking about getting one.

Come on, answer!
Leo thought as the phone rang. He’d already left
two messages.

Nick picked up at last. “I’m on my way, Leo.
How’s she doing?”

“Gil says she’s gonna be okay. She’s in
surgery, for her leg. Gil says she lost the baby.”

“I’m sorry, Leo. What happened?”

Leo opened his mouth to
speak. A lie didn’t spring immediately to his mind. He didn’t lie
to his uncle or his grandparents. It was impossible to lie to his
aunts: they knew things.
Nick and the rest of his family took explanations
(good or bad) for what they were. They didn’t punish Leo for the
truth, like his parents did, if the truth wasn’t to their
liking.

But at that moment, Gil looked in through
the window and skewered Leo with a hateful stare.

“It’s a long story, Nick.”
Leo had dropped the Uncle
from about the age of ten. Nick wasn’t his
father’s brother; they were actually cousins, and they’d always
been more like brothers themselves, anyway. “I’ll tell you when you
get here. Did you tell –”

“Yeah. We’ll be there soon.”

Leo said okay and hung up.
Gil looked at him with that you’re as
worthless as your ol’ man glare for another
moment and then turned to ask something of a nurse that was walking
by. Leo relaxed a little bit. His family would be here soon, Nick
and his aunts and his grandparents. His uncle had relayed the news
of his mother’s accident to them. Leo knew that Gil wouldn’t have
done it.

 


 


THREE


Randi awakened in a bright, unfamiliar room.
There were noises, voices around her. She tried to move, but her
limbs didn’t answer. All she could feel was a vague achiness all
over. A smiling young woman in nurses’ scrubs came up to the side
of her bed. The bed had a railing on it, and Randi realized that
she was in the hospital.

But she couldn’t be in the hospital. Not
yet. The baby wasn’t due for another four months . . .

The nurse answered the question in Randi’s
eyes. “You’re in Recovery, honey.”

Randi opened her mouth to speak, but she
discovered that her throat was dry, and no sound came out. She
swallowed and tried again. “My baby?”

The nurse’s face clouded. Her smile fled.
She shook her head. “I’m sorry, honey. But I’m sure you can have
another one. Just as soon as your leg heals . . .”

“What happened to me?” Randi asked the
nurse. She felt like she should be alarmed, but somehow the emotion
couldn’t quite assert itself through the lingering anesthesia.

The nurse consulted her chart. “It was an
accident. You’ve got a broken leg. The doctor will be right in,
honey. He’ll tell you all about it. How’s your pain?”

“I feel . . . numb. No pain. Where’s my
husband?”

“We’ll go find him. As soon as the doctor
talks to you, we’ll get you to a room, and you can see your family.
He’ll be in soon.” The nurse patted Randi on the shoulder, smiled,
then moved away to see to her other patients.

Randi tried to remember . . . It was
Saturday. Was it still Saturday? There were no windows in the
Recovery Room. Randi couldn’t see a clock. What day was it?

What happened? How did I
get here? Randi concentrated, tried to
bring up the day’s events.

It was Saturday, or it had been. She’d had
an appointment to see her obstetrician, her regularly monthly
appointment. That had been scheduled for 12:30. Randi remembered
being in the car with Gil and Leo. They were taking her to the
doctor’s office.

Now it all played out in Randi’s mind. They
were in the car . . . Gil stopped at the end of the street, looked
both ways. But he didn’t pull out onto Jurupa, because . . . the
flag was up on the mailbox . . .

The little cul-de-sac on which Gil, Randi
and Leo, Ian and Daina, and Penny and Bellona lived was called
Parcay Street. The mailman delivered Gil and Randi’s mail and Ian
and Daina’s to their doors. But because their house had been there
before the other two dwellings had been constructed, and because it
was only reached by a footpath, Penny and Bellona’s mailbox was
located out on the curb on Jurupa Road.

Jurupa was the main thoroughfare through the
neighborhood. Wide and busy, it ran in front of the long front yard
to Ian and Daina’s house, and past Allan Coleman’s old shop, and
past Hilltop Market. It was a dangerous street: traffic was
plentiful and moved fast. There were frequent accidents. Many of
Penny and Bellona’s long string of cats had met its demise trying
to cross Jurupa Road.

Her husband had seen the flag up on Penny
and Bellona’s mailbox . . . It was all coming back to Randi
now.

Gil put his arm behind her headrest, looked
over his shoulder at Leo. Gil was angry . . .

He yelled, “Goddamn it! Don’t you ever do
anything you’re told? Why didn’t you take your aunts’ mail up to
them?”

It was one of Leo’s many chores. Besides
cutting the grass and taking the garbage cans in and out at his own
house, Gil had made Leo into a veritable slave on Parcay Street. He
cut his grandparents’ lawn; he carried his aunts’ garbage from
their house to their cans at the bottom of the hill, took the cans
to and from the curb. He took Ian and Daina’s cans back in, if Ian
didn’t get to them first.

And another one of Leo’s assigned tasks was
to take Penny and Bellona’s mail up to them, if he saw that the
flag was up. The boy didn’t mind helping out his relatives. He
didn’t see these little duties as the punishments Gil had intended
them to be.

But Leo had missed his aunts’ mail today,
Randi remembered. He’d just –

“I forgot,” Leo said.

“You always forget,” Gil said irritably over
his shoulder. “You’ve always got some excuse.”

It wasn’t true. Her son was a good boy. Leo
always did what he was told, without complaint . . .

“I’ll do it right now,” he’d said. He was a
good boy.

But after he undid his seatbelt, as he
leaned forward, about to get out of the car . . . Randi remembered
that Gil grabbed Leo by the back of the neck and slammed his head
into the back of her headrest. Randi remembered feeling the
vibration, remembered looking anxiously in the rearview mirror . .
.

Leo wasn’t hurt. It wasn’t a damaging action
on Gil’s part, just a humiliating one. Leo had bounced back into
the seat. Gil said, “Not now, stupid. You’ll make us late.”

Leo glared at Gil. “That’s all right. You
guys go. I wouldn’t want to make anybody late.” Leo opened the car
door, got out.

And that would’ve all been okay, if Gil,
furious, hadn’t also jumped out of the car. Leo wasn’t going to
defy him. He yelled at him to get the fuck back in the car . .
.

Leo glanced up Jurupa Road, then down, then
back at Gil. Then he made a break for it . . . He dashed across the
street. As he crossed the yellow line, he stumbled, fell . . . He
slid into the dirt shoulder.

Randi remembered
screaming, “Leo!” She remembered struggling with her seat belt for a second,
throwing open the car door. Leo was trying to get up, but wasn’t
doing a good job of it. Randi remembered the fear . . .
Oh my God, my baby’s hurt! She remembered stepping out into the street . . . She had to
get to him . . .

Randi remembered nothing after that.
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The doctor came in and told Randi that she’d
sustained a broken left femur, that her tibia had been shattered.
When she stepped out in front of the surprised man in the little
pickup, he’d swerved to miss her, but his bumper had struck her in
the left leg. It could’ve been a lot worse.

The doctor had installed pins into her
bones. It would be a long road to recovery, maybe four to six
months. A hospital stay, physical therapy, a walker, crutches . . .
The doctor smiled. “You’re very lucky, Mrs. Hogan. You’ll
eventually be as good as new.”

“Where’s my son?” Randi asked.

The doctor looked at his nurse. She
shrugged. Was it her job to keep track of family members now, too?
She said, “I’m sure he’ll be right in to see you. We’re going to
move you to your room now.”

“I’ll look in on you again later, Mrs.
Hogan,” the doctor assured Randi, as they wheeled her bed out of
Recovery.

As soon as the hospital staff had her
situated in her room, they let Gil in to see her. He looked pale,
worried. He took her hand, the one that didn’t have an IV attached
to it. He said, “How ya doin’, baby? I guess you didn’t see that
truck coming. Why did you have to –”

“Where’s Leo?” All Randi could see was the
picture of her son, lying dazed in the dirt on the shoulder. “Is he
okay?”

Gil frowned. All she ever thought about was
that brat. She’d stepped out in front of a truck, got herself all
busted up . . . She’d killed his baby . . . All because Leo had run
away like a little girl, and had tripped over his own clumsy
feet.

Gil paused, allowing Randi to stew in her
fear for a second. Then he said, “Leo’s fine. Not a scratch on
him.”

Not yet,
Gil thought. But I’m
gonna beat his ass this time, maybe black his eye for him. I was
finally going to get to have a kid of my own, a kid that looks like
me, but Randi had to run after Leo . . .

“Where is he?” Randi insisted.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, Randi! He’s out in
the hall. They’ll only let us in one at a time! You don’t even care
about . . .” Gil saw the tears well up in her eyes and he stopped.
He squeezed her hand. “We’ll try again, baby. Just as soon as
you’re better.”

Randi wept, and Gil kissed her dry lips
gently. He brushed the hair out of her eyes. He was surprised to
see a few strands of gray among the black.

Randi had turned thirty-four back in May.
She was still of childbearing age, but this pregnancy had been a
complete surprise. Gil was thirty-nine, and he considered it a
little old to be just starting out on fatherhood. Now it would
probably be a year or more before they could try again.

Gil wondered if, after
getting hit by a truck, after having a miscarriage . . . He
wondered if Randi could
conceive again. He wondered if she’d want
to.
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Gil left Randi’s room to find a crowd of
people waiting anxiously for news.

There was Mrs. Green, looking dumpy and
worn-out as usual. Gil wondered who’d called her. Randi didn’t talk
to her mother too much, but Grandma Green always remembered Leo on
his birthday and at Christmas, so Gil figured that he’d called her.
Randi’s brothers and sister weren’t there. Her youngest brother
might be in jail again for all Gil knew – he had a bit of a
methamphetamine problem – and her oldest brother and older sister
had long ago moved out of town.

Gil gave Mrs. Green a comforting hug and she
went in to see her daughter.

Randi’s son and
his family stood in a
circle: his grandfather and his grandmother – Gil noted that she
still looked good, even at fifty-seven. Seeing Mrs. Wilde made Gil
remember that he hadn’t yet called to tell Nadine about the
accident (she also still looked good at fifty-seven, too, and was
still just as passionate as she’d ever been).

Gil saw that the two little old ladies were
also present, looking concerned. And there was Nick Wilde, that
perennial pain-in-the-ass, standing next to Leo.

Gil frowned and decided that he’d just
by-pass this little gathering and go on down the hall, find a
payphone and call Nadine. He thought, not for the first time, that
maybe he should invest in one of those cellphones, like the one
that shithead Nick had given to Leo.

But Gil wasn’t so sure. He’d looked at
Leo’s, had noted that the thing kept a record of who called and who
was called. Having lived the equivalent of a double-life for a very
long time, Gil recognized that such a thing could be used as
evidence against him. Gil knew that you could probably erase the
call records . . . But he’d never been much good with electronic
stuff, so why risk it?

Mrs. Green came back out of Randi’s room.
“She wants to see Leo.”

Of course she does.
Gil gritted his teeth. The apple of her eye, Gil
thought, just like Grandma used to say.
She lost the baby because of him, and now she wants to see if her
surviving kid is okay . . .

Leo skirted past Gil, avoiding his gaze, and
went into his mother’s room.

The old man, Ian, made eye
contact with Gil, started to walk over to him. Ian had always been
polite to him, kind, even – Leo’s grandfather let him use his boat
whenever he wanted to. But Gil wasn’t in the mood to commiserate
with the old guy right now. Before Ian could get within speaking
distance, Gil held his hand up to the side of his head –
I have to make a phone call – Ian nodded and turned back to his family. Gil strode off
down the hall to call Nadine.
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Leo was worried about his mom, and he was
sorry that she’d lost the baby, but there was a silver lining to
the tragedy: he got to stay with Nick until she got out of the
hospital.

Leo had taken Nick aside and whispered the
tale to him: there’d been an argument with Gil, so Leo decided that
he didn’t want to go to the doctor’s with them. He’d gotten out of
the car, dashed across the street, slipped. His mom had seen him
fall, she’d tried to run to him. She got hit by a truck, lost the
baby . . . And Gil was going to blame it all on him.

Nick could tell that the kid was frightened.
He knew that Gil was an asshole to Leo, that he backhanded him on
occasion. But Nick had no concept of child abuse – neither of his
parents had ever raised a hand to him or Bobby – so Nick didn’t
completely understand the nightmare in which Adrian’s son daily
lived.

“He’s gonna beat my ass,” Leo whispered
fearfully.

Nick thought that the kid was a little old
for a spanking, but he believed Leo when he said Gil would blame
the whole sad episode on him. Gil was a bastard, a cheating,
murdering son of a bitch; he never took responsibility for
anything. Randi wasn’t going to be there to intercede between her
son and his stepfather’s rage for a while, so Nick wasn’t going to
leave Leo alone with him.

Gil had acquiesced without argument, just
like Nick knew he would. Gil didn’t care about Adrian’s son, not in
the least. It was July – Adrian would’ve been thirty-four, just
last week – so it wasn’t like Leo had to be in school.

Gil wouldn’t miss Leo. In fact it would be a
pleasure to not to have to look at him. And he’d be able to spend
his evenings with Nadine, for as long as Randi was in the
hospital.
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Like his Uncle Rob, Nick
had remained a bachelor. Like his uncle, Nick had just never found
the right woman. He never wanted for a date, but . . . Although
he’d never admit it, the torch he’d carried for Randi when he was a
teenager had burnt Nick. Scorched
him.

Randi had once seemed so perfect . . .

But she refused to see that Gil had murdered
Adrian. That fact had destroyed Nick’s love for her, and if the
woman he’d once found to be so perfect could turn out to be so
black-hearted, so weak as to take back the man who’d murdered
Adrian, whom she’d once loved so much . . .

Frailty, thy name is
woman, his father’s poetic twin had said
one time, after one of his more contentious break-ups. Uncle Ian
had nodded sagely. Nick agreed, but he didn’t know why Ian was
agreeing. He had a perfect relationship, a perfect marriage. Nick
remembered how much Adrian had admired his parents’ love, how much
he’d sought to find a girl that he’d love as much as his dad loved
his mom. In his short twenty-one years, Adrian hadn’t found
her.

Not for lack of trying, Nick would recall
with a grin. Then his grin would fade. The last one Adrian tried
had turned out to be the worst one of all. The last one had gotten
him killed.

And Nick had once considered Randi to be so
wonderful. If she could turn out to be such a traitor . . . And the
thoughts would circle back upon themselves in his mind. His
disillusionment with Randi had caused Nick to distrust all women.
And after a while, the ones he dated sensed his distrust, and left
him. What had any of them ever done to him? Why was he always so
suspicious?

Nick didn’t mourn them when they said
goodbye. Women were like buses: if you missed one, another one
would arrive shortly. And maybe the next one would be more
trustworthy than the last . . .

Nick would be twenty-nine in December.
Sometimes he thought that life was getting away from him, that he
might remain single like his Uncle Rob forever, that he might never
find that bus that he could believe in. But he had a lot of fun
looking for her.

Nick was a software engineer for a firm that
wrote programs for small businesses. This job paid the bills, and
rather well. But Nick’s passion, his avocation, as it’d been all
his life, was playing and writing music. Still, it was 2004, and
Nick Wilde couldn’t be bothered with writing it out longhand.

Leo often stood and gazed over his cousin’s
shoulder while he composed. The notes onscreen always looked like
chicken scratch to Leo. He had no interest whatsoever in music.

But Nick’s computer was state of the
art.

Leo didn’t have a Nintendo or a PlayStation,
because Gil wouldn’t allow it. So Nick had bought him a modest
computer, and he liked to play games on it and surf the web. But
because his cousin wrote music on his, the sound on Nick’s rig was
exponentially better than Leo’s little PC speakers at home.

Whenever he visited his cousin, Leo would
wait patiently until Nick finished whatever gobbledygook he was
writing and closed the program – Leo wouldn’t dare disturb it while
it was running because what it produced looked so foreign to him –
then he’d go online and lose himself in cyberspace. In
surround-sound.

Nick also had several guitars, sitting on
stands in the living room of his bachelor pad. They were mostly to
impress the ladies – Nick had never found another band in which to
play.

“Women love a guitar player,” Nick
frequently told Leo. Then he’d regale the kid with a story about
his dad from their Urban Equinox days.

But Leo was too young to be aware of women
yet, and he showed no interest whatsoever in Nick’s instruments.
Nick had hung Adrian’s beloved guitar, his yellow and black 1982
Charvel EVH Graphic, up on the wall behind his computer. When he
told Leo that seeing his dad’s axe served as an inspiration for his
songwriting, Leo would gaze solemnly up at it as if it was some
kind of incomprehensible striped talisman.

Then he’d look at the picture of his dad and
the rest of the band that Nick kept on a little shelf nearby, and
Nick would tell him again what a great guy his dad had been, and
how much fun they’d had in the old days, and how much he missed
Adrian. Every day.

 


 


EIGHT

 


Leo got to spend two glorious weeks at
Nick’s apartment.

When his mother returned home, her leg was
still encased in bulky plaster. She hobbled around painfully on
crutches. Leo became the shadow at her side for the remainder of
the summer, waiting on her hand and foot. Without complaint, he
made her sandwiches, fetched a pillow for her, dutifully retrieved
her pain pills whenever she asked for them.

Before his stepfather was due home from work
each day, Leo made sure his mother was comfortable, that she had
the remote to the TV nearby, that she had her pills and a glass of
water within reach. As soon as he’d hear Gil’s car in the driveway,
Leo would retire to his room to play on his computer, or he’d
invent a reason to visit his grandparents or his aunts. Or he’d
call his cousin, and if Nick wasn’t busy, Leo would walk down to
the corner and wait for him there. Anything to avoid his
stepdad.

The slight upturning of his mouth that
passed for a smile was completely absent when Gil looked at Leo
now. His hatred and disgust for the boy were always on display. Leo
didn’t think that his mom noticed the change, maybe because she was
still in pain. Or maybe it was because she was more or less always
zoned out on her painkillers.

 


NINE

 


A year after the accident, Randi was still
in pain. Twin orthopedists, Robert and William Wilde, were
consulted. They examined Randi, watched her limp across the room.
They studied how the fractures looked on the original x-rays. They
ordered new x-rays and studied them. They met with Doctor Reed,
who’d performed Randi’s surgery. He was a colleague. They
complimented the work of their brother in Hippocrates: according to
the x-rays, Randi’s injuries had healed flawlessly.

There was no medical reason
why she limped, why she was still in pain, why she still
needed at least one or
two Vicodin every day.

“It’s all in your head,” Doctor William
Wilde told her.

“You should try to wean yourself off of the
pain medication,” Doctor Robert Wilde advised.

“I’ll do that,” Randi told her son’s
relatives. They’d come at his cousin’s request, because Nick was
concerned that Randi was still in pain. His father and his uncle
were the best orthopedists in town. If anyone could make Randi’s
pain go away, Nick knew it was them.

“Thanks so much for coming out to see me,”
Randi said.

Will and Rob told her that it was no trouble
at all – she was family – and took their leave.

They don’t
understand, Randi thought as she watched
them get into Will’s Benz and drive away. They’re not the ones with pins and screws and wires and God
only knows what else in their bones.

They want to take my
medicine away! she realized
suddenly.

Some days, the Vicodin was the only thing
that helped Randi make it through. Some days, she needed it for the
pain. But on other days, there was no pain. Some days, Randi just
popped a Vicodin because it helped her to ignore Gil’s constant
belittling of Leo. Some days, the narcotic helped her ignore Gil
altogether. He’d never gotten over the miscarriage. He blamed Leo
for it, and she thought that he blamed her, too, because she hadn’t
conceived again. Randi thought that somehow Gil knew that she
hadn’t really wanted to try again . . .

Gil warned her not to take too many of the
pills. He wasn’t worried about an overdose. He knew that if she
used them up too quickly, Doctor Reed wouldn’t refill the
prescription anymore.

“He’ll think you’re getting addicted and cut
you off,” Gil told her. “Cold turkey,” he’d added with a malicious
little grin.

Randi became petrified of
this idea, that one day, she wouldn’t be allowed to have any more
of the fat, white pills. They were her little friends. They helped
her to sleep, to forget, to ignore the things in life that she
didn’t want to face. So when she visited the doctor, Randi made
sure not to appear to be a med-seeking
patient as Gil had termed it.

A year and a half after her surgery, Doctor
Reed pronounced her completely healed, as good as new. He told her
that she didn’t have to come to see him anymore, because there was
nothing else he could do for her. He at last expressed concern that
she was still on pain medication. He gave her the same advice that
the Doctors Wilde had given her six months earlier: she should try
to wean herself off from them.

“I’ll do that,” Randi told him. “Thanks so
much for all you’ve done for me. I’ll miss you.” Randi gave Doctor
Reed a hug and left his office.

When her orthopedic surgeon’s last
prescription for Vicodin ran out, Randi simply made an appointment
with another doctor. “They don’t talk to each other,” Gil told her.
“Just tell him that you fell or something. He’ll give you another
prescription.”

Gil found that he liked Randi better when
she’d taken a pill or two. He didn’t think she was addicted: she
only took one or two a week now. He liked to have one every now and
then himself. Randi seemed a little livelier, a little happier when
she took her pills. She didn’t mope around the house as much. She
didn’t constantly bitch about her leg hurting her.

As if all that was my fault.

Time passed, and Gil came to see Randi as a
feeling-sorry-for-herself whiner more and more. She didn’t do
anything but sit around the house. He hadn’t been able to persuade
her to go back to work at Mohini’s. She claimed that she was in too
much pain to work all day.

Yet Gil never failed to notice that Randi
never blamed Leo for wrecking her life, for killing her baby,
however. She was always just as kind and loving to her boy as she’d
always been, would get all sentimental and talk baby-talk to him as
if he was five again, if she was on a good Vicodin bender.

No, Randi never blamed Leo
for the fact that he’d crippled her, that it was his fault that she
didn’t have a baby to raise. It was Leo’s fault that his mother’s
life was empty. And mine as well,
Gil told himself. It’s
all Leo’s fault. It’s always been Leo’s fault.

 


 


TEN

 


Nick Wilde had been not
quite eleven years old on the 5th of July, 1986 – the DMV was
closed on the 4th
– when he and Bobby, Ian, and a solemn and silent
Daina, had accompanied Adrian to take his driver’s test. Nick had
been happy for his cousin when he passed, and gleefully thankful
that someone besides their parents would now be available to drive
him to guitar lessons.

And Nick was as proud as
any papa on April 8th, 2008, when he drove his
cousin’s son to the same DMV to take his driver’s test.

Leo used Nick’s brand new, quick little
Civic for this rite of passage. While the momentous date was still
in the future, Nick had taught Leo to drive, and more particularly,
how to drive a stick-shift, in an empty parking lot. A spot of
dolor clouded Nick’s mood when he recalled that he’d had to learn
the same skills on his own. Adrian had always promised to teach him
how to drive, but Adrian was gone long before Nick had turned
sixteen.

Leo passed his driver’s
exam with a nearly perfect score. Nick quipped that he would’ve
expected nothing else, seeing as how his cousin had been
playing Grand Theft Auto
on his computer for years.

“Where do you want to go first?” the elder
Wilde asked.

Leo shrugged. “Back to your house, I
guess.”

Nick was appalled. The vistas of Leo’s life
had just expanded, even if he didn’t have a car waiting for him at
home. Randi and that son of a bitch that she was married to hadn’t
been parents enough to buy him one yet, but still . . . Leo was
footloose and fancy-free. He didn’t have a fatherless,
eight-month-old cousin to go to visit, like Nick had had at the
same age.

“Look,” Nick told him. “You can borrow my
car. Don’t you have some girl you’d like to go see?”

Leo squinted, as if he was considering it.
“Maybe . . .” Then he shook his head. “Nah. No one in
particular.”

Nick blinked in surprise. Leo had his
father’s looks, if not his charm, and by the time Adrian was
sixteen . . . “Don’t you like girls, Leo?”

Leo grinned. “What’re ya trying to say,
Nick? I like girls. I just don’t trust ‘em very much.”

Nick reflected that perhaps his own
attitudes had rubbed off on his cousin’s son. But Nick was almost
thirty-two. He figured that he had considerably more experience
with women than did his sixteen-year-old cousin: by this late date,
Nick had plenty of reasons to be suspicious of them.

But Leo was just a kid. He had access to a
new car; he should be more than ready to take some pretty young
thing out for a ride . . .

Nick asked, “What don’t you trust about
them?”

The new driver shrugged again. “I don’t
trust anybody, my brutha.”

It was a bittersweet pang to Nick to hear
Adrian’s expression come out of his son’s mouth. Since he’d never
known his dad, Nick realized that the kid had to have learned it
from him. It wasn’t like Bobby ever visited him. Leo didn’t know
his father’s other cousin.

“Except you, of course,” Leo continued. He
shrugged a third time. “I wonder about girls’ motivations. What do
they want from me?”

Nick made an obscene gesture.

Leo grinned. “That’s usually it.”

Nick thought that Leo was the spitting image
of Adrian: the same black hair, the same blue eyes. But there were
also startling differences. Where Adrian had always worn his hair
long and feathered – a little bit calmer of a ‘do than his idol
Eddie Van Halen had sported in his heyday – Leo kept his hair
close-cropped. Like a gladiator or a Marine, Leo wore it that way
so his stepfather couldn’t grab him by it. But Nick didn’t know
that.

Adrian had always been outgoing, daring,
fearless, a perennial smart-ass. He always had a quick, easy,
friendly smile. Leo had the same smile, but he was slow to display
it. Leo was watchful, careful, reticent, fearful. He could be a
smart-ass, too, but he was subtle about it. Leo was one of those
people who’d pronounce a witty one every now and then, but if you
weren’t paying careful attention to his restrained words, you’d
miss it.

Leo had some of his dad in him, however,
Nick decided with satisfaction. At sixteen, he already knew what
girls wanted, even if it seemed that he was hesitant to give it
them.

“They can be so
moody. Sometimey,” Leo said. “Up one day, down the next. They didn’t like you
yesterday, but they like you today. And who knows about
tomorrow?”

Nick realized with a start
that the kid could be describing Randi. If anybody was
sometimey, it was Leo’s
mother.

“Lemme put it this way,” Leo continued with
a philosophical air. “I like to get to know a girl a little bit
first. To find out –”

“What she wants?”

Leo nodded.

“You wait too long, they go get what they
want from someone else, Cuz.”

Again Leo shrugged. “I can’t miss what I
never had. And if they can’t wait ‘til I get around to asking for
it, then maybe that’s all they wanted anyway, and it’ll do from
anybody.” Leo paused, then said, “I just don’t like to rush into
things.”

“Leap and the net will appear,” Nick
suggested.

“Or not.” Leo grinned, and his smile looked
so much like Adrian’s that it hurt Nick’s heart.

 


 


ELEVEN

 


During the year between his sixteenth and
seventeenth birthdays, Leo Wilde worked on becoming an adult. His
first step was to get a job. He bagged groceries at Hilltop Market,
so he could save up enough money for the next step: buying himself
a car.

“If you’re old enough to get a job, then
maybe you’re old enough to start paying rent,” Gil said.

Randi laughed out loud at the ridiculousness
of that: Leo should pay rent at a house that the three of them
lived in for practically nothing. Since he’d been half-kidding, Gil
let the idea go. He knew why Leo had found a job. What
sixteen-year-old kid, even one as stupid and useless as Leo, didn’t
want a car? Gil didn’t know who’d taught him how to drive – he
suspected that it was Leo’s equally-as-worthless cousin – but Gil
didn’t begrudge him the desire to be like other kids.

Hell, if I’m lucky, the little bastard’ll go
out and wreck whatever he buys and get himself killed, and then
I’ll finally be rid of him.

After he bought a car, Leo’s lies to his
parents expanded. It was almost as if he lived a double life. Gil
would’ve appreciated that, perhaps, if he’d ever found out about
it.

As far as Randi and his stepfather knew, Leo
remained a studious, hard-working boy. He remained quiet and shy,
as always. He never went out anywhere in the car he’d bought, just
to school and to visit his cousin.

But reality was a little more complicated
than that. Leo still visited Nick, but it wasn’t as often as he
told his parents.

Though he seemed introverted to the casual
observer, Leo wasn’t really shy. He’d witnessed his smart-ass and
often off-color cousin’s big mouth for his entire life: no one
would ever mistake Nick Wilde for being shy. Leo would speak up if
spoken to, whether it was a masculine challenge or a feminine
flirt. But since he never sought to be the center of attention, the
challenges were few – Leo had never been in any fights. And since
he was never standing on tiptoe looking, waiting eagerly for the
flirts, the young ladies had to go out of their way to make sure
they had his attention.

Leo had led rather a sheltered life. He
hadn’t had any playmates as a kid, because he was the only kid in
the neighborhood, and anyone he brought over, once he’d started
school, didn’t come back because Leo’s stepfather was an asshole.
Nick had always been his best friend. Since he had a way to get out
into the world now, he’d taken Nick’s advice and socialized when
the opportunity presented itself.

Leo liked to go to parties, and he knew Nick
wasn’t going to attend any high school get-togethers with him. That
was all right. Leo liked to go by himself. He liked to watch the
people, to guess their motivations. Why was this guy such a
blowhard? Why was that girl trying to get drunk already? What did
they hope to achieve by their actions?

If they chose to interact with him, Leo
sometimes tried to manipulate his contemporaries with an
appropriate lie, by telling them what he thought they wanted to
hear. He enjoyed their reactions, liked to see if he could guess
what they wanted from him before they said it.

Everybody always wanted something. The guys
often wanted a wingman or a drinking buddy, but by this time in
their life, most of them already had their own little cliques. They
recognized Leo as a quiet loner and didn’t recruit his friendship
too much, because he didn’t recruit theirs.

His apparent shyness put them off. Leo Wilde
didn’t talk much. He’d always kept his thoughts to himself, his
feelings, his emotions. It was easier that way.

“How are you today?” his mother might
ask.

He was always fine. He might be hurt or
seething or joyful, but he never let it show. He’d never been
rewarded for expressing an opinion, so the simplest answer was
always the best. If he said what he thought or felt, then he’d have
to deal with others’ reactions to what he’d said. At home that
reaction could never be predicted. It was easier to agree, to
demur, to remain silent. To lie.

His mother didn’t know him. Leo believed
that she didn’t really want to know him. His thoughts and feelings,
his opinions, wants, needs, aspirations – they might not coincide
with Gil’s mood at the moment. Leo didn’t want to listen to his
mother tell him that he had to think about what Gil wanted first,
in order to keep the peace. He kept the peace by keeping his
thoughts to himself.

The girls Leo met at parties wanted him to
go out with them, wanted him to immediately be their boyfriend.
This fascinated Leo, so he went to the movies with them, out to
dinner, even to a couple of concerts. He was curious to find out
what it was that they seemed to like about him so much, and before
too long, he discovered that it was just his looks. None of them
wanted to get to know him as a person too much. They were teenage
girls: flighty, self-absorbed, and he didn’t get to know any of
them intimately, no matter how much they hinted that that was their
intention.

Leo lied to them, too, once
he discovered that their interest in him was only passing,
superficial, physical. He’d claim he was sick, or that he had extra
chores to do around the house. Then he’d wait to see if they texted
him again the next day or the day after that. When they lost
interest, found more accommodating partners, Leo would just chalk
it up to what he’d suspected all along: girls were
sometimey. They didn’t
want him in particular, Leo Wilde, quiet, good-looking, observant
young man that he was. They just wanted somebody, and anybody would do. They
wanted a way to kill an evening. They just wanted to have a good
time.

Some of the girls Leo went
out with were willing to bare all to him immediately, both
physically and emotionally. It never ceased to amaze him.
You don’t even know me,
he’d think, yet you’re willing to let me .
. . It was always too soon for him. They
didn’t know him, and he didn’t know them, so the eternal
speculation that whatever they were willing to do with him – they
must be willing to do it with anybody – was always uppermost in his
mind.

Leo tended almost toward prudishness. The
concept that the girls were young (as he was) and were happy to
give in to the fire in their blood, that it was all in good fun,
that none of it meant anything, that in a hundred years, no one
would remember a little tumble in the back seat of a car – all that
was lost on him. They were too eager to get drunk, to do drugs.
They were all too trusting. For all they knew, he could be an ax
murderer, just waiting until they were incapacitated to strike.

Leo had no interest in getting sloppy drunk
or stupid high. He had no desire to lose himself, even for a little
while. But he didn’t mind that others did it. He liked to watch how
they changed when they were under the influence.

Leo trusted no one, so he wasn’t going to
let his guard down by drinking or smoking pot. He suspected these
girls’ friendliness when they started to get a little slurry or
glassy-eyed. Or even when they were stone sober: Leo suspected that
the girls that showed an interest in him had already made it up in
their minds what he was supposed to be. They assumed that he was
just like them, out for a good time, ready to go. The prospect of
casual sex appalled him – these girls didn’t even know him. He
wasn’t like them.

As he approached seventeen, Leo reflected
that the good times in his life had been few and far between. His
stepfather had always attempted to make him feel like he was a
burden, a pain in the ass. Worthless. His mother had always given
him the impression that while she loved him, she couldn’t wait
until he was gone.

Leo had never taken his
parents’ treatment to heart. He didn’t feel that he was worthless.
His grandparents and his aunts and his uncle loved him, and he
loved them. They didn’t want
anything from him. They were just happy that he
was alive.

And some day, when he was
grown and free of his parents . . . Leo was sure that he’d love and
be loved, he’d have a normal, respectful, give and take kind of
relationship with other people, just like the rest of his family
had. But in the meantime . . . Leo’s parents wanted him gone, and the girls he met
. . . They wanted him for something else. But he reckoned that their desire was
just as transitory as his parents’. If he gave these girls what
they wanted, then they’d eventually want him gone, too.

Except for Sheryl. She
didn’t seem to want anything from him. She was just as shy as Leo
made the world think that he was. She’d stared at him in study hall
for about a week before ever daring to speak to him, then she just
said hi, and
scuttled away.

Leo thought Sheryl was
exceptionally pretty, and he took the initiative the next time he
saw her: he said hi first. After a while, it just seemed natural that they’d sit
together in study hall. After a while, it just seemed natural that
he wanted to hold her hand and that she’d let him.

They talked about things that didn’t matter:
the weather, school gossip, current events. They talked about
everything except the attraction that existed between them. Leo
liked it better that way. He liked holding her hand, and when they
discovered that if they sat behind one of the large pillars in the
cafeteria during study hall, no one could see them – Leo found that
he liked kissing Sheryl.

Leo liked Sheryl well enough, because she
didn’t ask him how he felt all the time, didn’t ask him what he was
thinking about. And she didn’t talk about what she felt or what she
was thinking. They talked about not much at all.

Sheryl didn’t demand that
he text her or call her, she didn’t pout or bitch if they didn’t
see each other every day after school. Leo didn’t have to lie to
her, because she didn’t ask him too many questions. She’d just
smile and say hi, and they’d kiss for a while. Leo didn’t think she wanted
anything more from him than that, and that was fine with him. He
didn’t want anything more than that from her.

After he bought a car, Leo’s next step
toward adulthood was to check out colleges. He’d graduate from high
school in June. He’d always excelled in school, and was looking
forward to higher learning. He planned on going into computer tech,
like his cousin Nick.

Nick was proud of Leo, and
he knew that Adrian would’ve been proud of him, too. Despite a
whiny, sometimey, pill-popping mother, and a cheating, murdering, low-life,
asshole stepfather, Leo had turned out all right. On his
seventeenth birthday, to demonstrate to the kid just exactly how
proud he was, Nick told Leo that he’d pay his way through
college.

Leo had told him that Gil had laughed when
the subject had come up. “You’d better go find yourself another
job,” he’d told Leo. “I’m not paying for shit.”

Nick was more than happy to put Adrian’s son
through school, just to spite Gil, and also because Nick was
thrilled that the kid even wanted to go. In that way, Leo differed
enormously from his father. Adrian had always been too cool for
school, Nick remembered, sometimes literally. He’d just barely
squeaked by enough to graduate, and had never been in any way
inclined to go to college.

Leo smiled gratefully at Nick’s generosity.
“And as soon as I’m eighteen . . .”

“As soon as you’re eighteen, you can come
and live with me.”

“All I gotta do is make it through one more
year,” Leo said. “One more year, then bye-bye Gil.” Leo grinned
from ear-to-ear, and again Nick saw Adrian in him.

 


TWELVE

 


Now, a month into that year, Nick came home
to find his cousin sitting on his couch. A girl was with him.

In the year since he’d started to drive,
Nick believed that Leo had backed off a little bit on his distrust
of women. He looked enough like his dad that he had no trouble
attracting girls, despite his subdued demeanor, and had dated more
than his share. He never took them home to meet his parents,
however. If he liked a girl enough, if she allowed him to take his
careful time and get to know her first, Leo would bring her over to
meet Nick.

The one with him today, Sheryl, was cute,
sandy-haired and curvy. If Nick was ten years younger . . . But, he
thought, even then, she’d still be too young for him. Nick liked
his women to be of an age with him, or even a few years older. They
seemed likely to be more mature then, more settled, more . . .
honest.

Leo had a key to Nick’s apartment. He’d had
it since he was old enough to have keys. Nick knew that he’d never
come home to a houseful of Leo’s friends, drinking or doing drugs.
Leo didn’t bring any friends to Nick’s place, only the occasional
girl.

And if there was any hanky-panky going on
with Sheryl – Leo had admitted that she was sort of his girlfriend
– then Nick knew that the kid would be safe and discreet. Leo had
grown up having to watch every word he said, every move he made. If
that was going on – and Nick suspected that it might be – he knew
that Leo would have any such activities concluded long before he
might even remotely get caught in the act. The kid planned ahead.
Nick knew he’d never walk in and surprise any scenes of young love
when he got home from work. Leo hated surprises.

Sheryl was as quiet and
unassuming as her sort-of boyfriend. She smiled shyly at Nick when
he came into his apartment. But Leo frowned, scowled, at his cousin. Now Sheryl
just looked fearfully from one to the other and remained
silent.

“’Sup, my brutha?” Nick
asked cheerfully.

But Leo’s glower remained. “I always trusted
you Nick. I always believed that you were the one person in my life
that I could always depend on.”

Nick’s eyebrows went up. “How has that
changed?”

Leo angrily leapt up from the couch. But
even pissed off, he was graceful, and as always, Nick was reminded
of Adrian. At this unusual show of anger, Nick realized that Leo
wasn’t really a kid anymore. He was as tall as Adrian had been. He
was grown.

Leo snatched two pieces of paper out of the
printer beside the computer and held one of them out to Nick. His
blue eyes – so much like Adrian’s, Nick noted again – narrowed
accusingly.

Nick took the first paper,
silently read the headline: Second Shotgun
Slaying – Police Seek Witnesses, Suspects. The article was from the Riverside
Press-Enterprise, dated July
10th,
1991.

Nick had Googled Adrian’s
name before, but he hadn’t gotten anything but birth and death
records, and just the date was mentioned on that. No cause. Leo
must’ve signed up on the Press-Enterprise’s website,
specifically to search their archives . . .

Ah, the internet. Nothing ever stays a
secret anymore . . .

Nick scanned the old
clipping. Riverside County Sheriffs are
asking for the public's assistance in identifying a suspect in two
July shootings that killed a 21 and a 25-year-old man.

At 9:15 on July
4th,
sheriffs responding to a call from a residence in the vicinity of
the 9600 block of Jurupa Road found Adrian Robert Wilde, 21, dead
at the scene. It was determined that the murder weapon was a
shotgun.

On July
8th,
Kenneth “Sonny” Moore, 25, was gunned down by a similar weapon at
approximately 2:30 am, while he worked at a liquor store in the
8900 block of Limonite Avenue, less than three miles away from the
first shooting.

The assailant stole several hundred dollars
from the store’s cash register. Robbery is also suspected as the
motive for the earlier homicide.

Anyone with information is asked to call
Sheriff’s Detective Clancy Chalmers or Deputy Alex West or, to
remain anonymous, call the We Tip hotline.

Nick looked up, met Leo’s stare. His cousin
was hurt, angry, betrayed.

“Leo –”

Leo shook his head and
handed the second paper to him. It was another article from
the Press-Enterprise, dated July 6th, 1991.

Sheriffs Investigating
4th of
July Homicide

The Riverside County
Sheriff’s Department is investigating a homicide that took place in
the vicinity of the 9600 block of Jurupa Road at approximately 9:15
pm on Thursday, July 4th.

According to Detective Clancy Chalmers,
Adrian Robert Wilde, 21, was shot and killed inside his home by a
masked assailant. Police are looking for a single male suspect.

Robbery is suspected as the motive for the
crime.

Anyone with information is asked to call
Detective Chalmers or Deputy Alex West or, to remain anonymous . .
.

Again, Nick looked up at Adrian’s son.

“Why didn’t you tell me,
Nick? Why? For my
whole life, you let me think it was a car accident, when you knew .
. .”

“I thought about telling you, Leo. Then I
thought about not telling you . . . What good would it do?”

“I deserved to know!” Leo shouted. Sheryl
jumped.

“In my defense, it wasn’t entirely up to me
to tell you, Leo. Your mom thought the car wreck story was –”

“Fuck my mom!”
Leo thundered. “I always trusted you, Nick. I
always believed –”

“I planned to tell you someday,” Nick said
quietly.

“When?” Leo’s eyes still blazed in betrayed
agony.

Nick sighed. “How about right now?”

“No better time.” Leo plopped down on the
couch. He leaned forward and stared attentively at his cousin. He
waited.

Nick said something that he didn’t say very
often: “I need a drink.”

He’d never been a big drinker, had always
been disgusted with careless drunks and stupid stoners. But he
wanted something now. A dose of liquid courage, a shot to steady
his nerves.

Leo had discovered the truth about his
father’s death, and now Nick was going to have to take a difficult
walk down a sad and sordid Memory Lane. And he was going to have to
take Leo with him.

He’d dreaded this moment for his cousin’s
entire existence, but he’d always known that it would come one day.
Nick had hoped that it wouldn’t be for a few more years, but Leo
wanted to know now, and Nick supposed he was grown enough.

Nick went out to the kitchen, and opened and
closed cabinets until he found the Johnnie Walker. He made himself
a quick whisky highball, then, as a postscript, he made one for
Leo, too.

Leo took his drink without comment and set
it down on the coffee table in front of him.

“I’m sorry I never told you, Leo. But you’re
right. You deserve to know, and I guess you’re old enough now to
hear about what really happened.

“You might want to pull that whisky a little
closer to you, though.” Nick took a belt of his own drink,
shuddered at the burn. “It’s bad, Cuz. It’s not a pleasant
tale.”

“Leo? I think I . . . I think I should go,”
Sheryl said softly. “This is family stuff. Personal. None of my
business.”

Nick could tell that Sheryl wanted Leo to
tell her to stay. She wanted him to tell her that it was okay, that
she was his girlfriend, so that made her almost family. Now, at
this crucial moment in his life, Sheryl wanted Leo to reaffirm – or
affirm in the first place – their relationship.

Leo looked at her as if he’d forgotten she
was there. Maybe he had. “Okay.” He arose and crossed the room.
“I’ll call you later.” He opened the door.

I’ll bet she won’t
answer, Nick thought, observing Sheryl’s
crestfallen face. Oh, well, another one’ll
be along shortly . . . Nick didn’t have
time to worry about Sheryl’s hurt feelings. As Adrian’s Aunt Penny
always said, he had bigger fish to fry at the moment. Leo had
discovered that his father had been murdered, and he wanted to know
all the details. The time had come at last.

Leo shut the door and returned to the couch.
Sheryl was forgotten.

Nick considered making
comment on Leo’s coarse treatment of his girlfriend, but decided it
was not the time. His cousin wanted to hear what had happened
– what had really happened.
Nick shrugged. He forgot about Sheryl,
too.

“Once upon a time, we had a band. Me and my
brother and his girlfriend, and your dad. We played parties. People
came to see us. They said we were good.

“People liked to hear your
dad sing. Especially the young ladies. Bobby called them
groupies, and he found
them annoying, but that was because he and Tracy had been joined at
the hip since they were fourteen. Your dad, on the other hand,
wasn’t averse to entertaining an adoring fan. Or two.”

Leo smiled, despite the gravity of the
situation. He’d heard some of the groupie tales already.

Nick did not smile.

“One of these adoring fans was your
mom.”

This didn’t seem like bad news to Leo. He
reached for his drink, took a small sip, coughed. Eyes watering, he
waited for Nick to continue.

“I once had a huge crush on your mom, Leo,”
Nick admitted.

The kid’s eyes widened.
Here was something that he never would’ve suspected. Nick was
always cool to his mom, sometimes downright cold. It’d always
seemed that Nick didn’t care for Randi too much at all. It never
would’ve crossed Leo’s mind that Nick could’ve loved her once . . .

Nick sipped his whisky, waved his hand
dismissively. “I was just a kid, and your mom . . . The closest I
ever got was a kiss
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