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Chapter 1

The Dallas Event
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In 12 hours from now this dreary Dallas ranch house in need of paint would be on every TV news station across America. There would be more camera crews, police cars, FBI, and CIA cars than the street could actually hold. The vehicles would be parked everywhere and anywhere they could: bumper-to-bumper in the narrow street, in neighbor's driveways, on the sidewalks, and even on lawns.

✦  ✦  ✦

Tori looked out the passenger window of her mom's Honda Civic, as they neared the end of their long road trip from Michigan to Dallas. Victoria was her real name, but Tori is what everyone called her. She was on her way with her brother and mother to the house her mom had recently inherited.

She flipped the visor down and looked in the mirror. Her hair was short, boyishly cut, dark brunette naturally, but lately it was black, with a purple highlight. She raked her fingers through the bangs and was pleased with her new look. She remembered how her mom, Jillian, responded when she first came home with this new haircut and color. Jillian was shocked and angered that Tori hadn't discussed her plans with her before getting it cut and dyed. A couple of months after the big event, her mom said she was beginning to like it, but she wanted her to wear less mascara. Tori had just given her one of those looks that said what do you know? You're like ancient.

Some of the boys at school told her that they liked the way she looked, but it wasn't enough for her to be interested in them. She didn't date boys, simply because she wasn't attracted to them as much as she was to girls, but no one really knew that. As a result, she had a reputation for being aloof. Some said she was cold, but they didn't know her.

Actually, she wasn't cold or stuck up, she just wasn't interested in having lots of friends. It was too much work keeping up lots of friendships. Besides, she had concluded that she preferred to have a couple of close friends rather than lots of superficial friendships. A few of the more popular girls gave her a hard time because she didn't play any team sports or participate in any after-school activities, or make any effort to be friends with them. What bothered them is that Tori didn't really care what they, the "popular" girls, thought, and had no desire to be accepted into their clique.

After the haircut, Tori came home with a studded leather collar. Her mom said it looked like a dog collar. That didn't help their relationship. The day Tori came home with the tattoo on her arm, they had an argument.

Tori was about to accuse her mom of also having a tattoo, a secret tattoo, a tiny purple clematis flower on the small of her back that Tori had noticed one day when her mom was bending over. Jillian had gotten it at the urging of her now long-departed girlfriend, a girlfriend that Tori first met when she came home early and unexpectedly from school and discovered them snuggling on the sofa together.

They weren't naked or doing anything improper, but Tori knew what their snuggling meant. She could tell the way they snuggled that they had intimate feelings for each other. She didn't say anything about it because she knew her mom needed a close friend since her father had moved out. Tori also knew what it meant to be intimate with a girl. She had those feelings too, but it wasn't something she wanted to talk to her mom about and she figured her mom felt the same way. Now she knew that they were alike in their feelings about girls and women.

For a while Tori saw her mom's friend at the house on and off and then her friend stopped coming around. There was never any explanation, no discussion. Tori figured it was a huge thing for her mom to admit her feelings about another woman and act on them, but it was also something her mom probably wanted to keep secret, or at least not talk about openly. Tori figured if her mom wanted to discuss her relationship with her friend, she would, but she never did. One day her mom's friend was gone and Tori knew her mom was hurt. Tori didn't want to make it worse by asking her about it in some confrontational, accusatory way like a parent might ask a kid: "So why doesn't your friend come to visit anymore?" Instead, she said "I haven't seen Margo here in a while."

"Yes, well," Jillian said, staring past Tori, "she has other things to do."

Enough said. Nonetheless, Tori did wonder if her dad had left before her mom starting messing with women, or if that was the reason he left. She never asked her mom because in the end, it didn't matter why he left. He was gone and Tori figured if he found out about Mom's secret and couldn't handle it maturely, then good riddance. So, what if she was gay or bi, they could still have stuck together as a family.

In a way, she was glad her dad left. He had been cheating on Jillian. One day her mom and dad had a big argument and he hit her. Tori never forgave him for that and she was glad he left the house for good. He was never much of a father anyway, never wanted to hang out with his kids or just be at home. He was always out somewhere and she used to think he stayed away because he didn't like her and her brother Tyler, but after that big argument, the day he hit her mom, Tori stopped blaming herself and realized he was just acting like a jerk, even if he was her dad.

Maybe that was why she didn't care much for adults and she kept her relationship with her mom distanced. She knew what her mom wanted from her; as long as she kept her grades above average, it kept her mom at a tolerable distance. As for friends, she had few and they were carefully chosen; no one too popular that might draw her into the spotlight, no one so dull they couldn't talk about a book, politics, or history, which she loved, and no social climbers. Outcasts attracted her: a shy, petite girl from Taiwan who, like Tori, enjoyed spending time together in the public library after school; and a gawky, unpopular, acne-faced boy who only seemed to stop stuttering when he was around Tori.

Tori was surprised their car didn't break down somewhere along the way from Michigan to Dallas. The car was almost as old as Tori's 16-year old, brother Tyler. He was in the back gaming on his cell phone. For the long trip to Dallas, Tyler had made the back seat of the car as comfortable as possible by bringing his bed pillows and quilt from home. She still thought of him as her little brother, even though he was already as tall as she was.

Both Tori and Tyler had protested vigorously when their mom said that they would all be driving to Dallas at the beginning of their summer as soon as the school year ended.

"Driving? In your beat-up old car?" Tori said. "Can we at least fly there?"

"I just don't have the money for airfare for all of us, plus a rental car. Besides, it will give us a chance to spend some time together, like a vacation."

"Some vacation," Tori moaned.

"Why do we have to go?" Tyler asked.

"It's simple, I can't leave you alone for so long. And, frankly, I need your help getting the house ready to sell. I can't do it all on my own."

"Why did Uncle Bo leave the house to you anyway?" Tyler asked.

"I'm his closest living relative. It would probably have gone to his sister, your grandmother, if she were still alive. Think of the bright side. We can sell the house and hopefully it will at least pay for some of your college education."

"Can we get some cash out of this?" Tori asked. "You know, for helping you get the house ready to sell."

"Yeah, Mom, it's only fair." Tyler added, "You would have to hire someone to do it if we didn't help."

She didn't agree right away, but for the month before the trip, they kept working on her.

"If you both come home with A's and no D's on your final report cards, I will agree to pay you something for helping out in Dallas."

They seized the opportunity to earn some decent money. Since they were going to Dallas no matter what, Tori did a report on the Kennedy assassination for extra credit to boost her grade in history. As a final paper in English, she took what she learned about the events of that day in Dallas and wrote a first-person short, short story from Jackie Kennedy's point of view. It earned her an A++ from her teacher and encouragement to think about writing as a career.

Tyler was one of those kids that always got straight A's in elementary school, but when he got to middle school his mood started to change and if he were asked, he would say he didn't like school much. Tori knew that wasn't the whole story; she knew something was going on, that Tyler was being teased and bullied at school.

One day he came home crying and said he had been teased by some of the boys who had called him names in front of everyone. Tori asked him what kind of names, but he refused to tell her, though she was pretty sure she knew what those names were. She could not understand why the boys were so mean to him, but she didn't know the worst of it. She knew only what Tyler had told her.

In his first year at high school, a couple of boys had knocked him down after school and tore his shirt when he tried to run away. It wasn't the first time Jillian called the school principal, but it seemed to make matters worse for Tyler and he begged her in tears not to call the school again. Tyler never told them about the many times he hid between classes to avoid the hallway bullies or avoided using the boy's room for fear of running into them. He never told her the things they said that embarrassed and confused him because he wasn't sure if they were true or not.

Nor did he ever mention that he had thought about suicide, had read about ways to commit suicide on the Internet, and even made a list, but then burned it. No one seemed to notice that he wore long-sleeve shirts all of the time to hide the fact that he was pinching and stabbing at his arm in small acts of self-loathing.

Tori knew when Tyler was a little boy that he was different from other boys and she always loved that about him. As Tyler got older, instead of embracing his uniqueness, he started hating himself for it. He was too small and skinny for his age and too fragile to play sports, meticulous about his clothes and hair, and more comfortable around girls than boys. She knew he wanted to be friends with other boys more than anything, but that stopped happening when he started high school. Other boys ignored him; even shunned him for fear that associating with him would bring the bullies down on them too. He was lonely, except for his best friend, his older sister, Tori. She knew that Tyler looked up to her. She was his protector while they were in the same school, but she worried about him because she knew she couldn't be there all the time. One day at the beginning of tenth grade a small boy not much bigger than Tyler had pushed him up against a hallway locker. Tyler thought they might be friends when he picked up a notebook the boy had dropped and handed it back to him. Instead of thanking Tyler, the boy lashed out. Maybe he wouldn't have acted so harshly if the boy's other friends hadn't been nearby.

"Hey, don't you ever talk to me again," he told Tyler, just as Tori happened to walk by.

She grabbed the boy and spun him around.

"Leave him alone," she said.

"Who the hell are you?"

"I'm his sister. Now let go of my brother's shirt."

"Get lost," the kid said, and that's when Tori slapped him in the Adam's apple with the back of her hand. It was fast and forceful and the boy went away gasping for breath while his friends nearby looked on in amazement.

After that incident, most of the boys in Tyler's class avoided him.

Tori suggested that Tyler do a report on bullying. He shot her a look like how did you know. She thought, how could I not know. He ran with Tori's idea and did something even more creative than she was thinking. He collected video segments off the Internet of teenagers talking about being bullied for being fat, or skinny, or gay, or transgender, or the country someone immigrated from, or different in the way they dressed, and pieced them together in his own video.

Between the video segments he added facts about bullying and teenage suicide, and he ended the video with a statement about his own feelings about being bullied. His teachers and the principal liked what Tyler had done so much that they sent an email to all the kids in the school with a link to Tyler's video. He ended his sophomore year happier than Tori had seen him all year. It was a big event for Tyler to express his feelings so openly. Tori told him he was very brave and hugged him tightly. She asked Tyler to show the video to their mom. He said she would get emotional and he was right, she did. She wept and hugged him so tightly he said, "I can't breathe."

That was when she agreed to give them $100 each for the good grades and for helping with the house in Dallas. Even so, Tori wasn't quite satisfied with the $100 and never really agreed to it. For the entire trip to Dallas, she kept renegotiating the fee. Eventually, Jillian agreed to give them each $250 when the house was sold, provided the house sold for a profit after all the legal fees and any debts were deducted, she quickly added. At least that made the whole trip more agreeable to Tori and Tyler.

During most of the long and uneventful trip to Dallas, Tori sat upfront in the passenger's seat except when she wanted to stretch out. Like Tyler, she was quiet and introspective, spending most of her time reading a book or an online article about the Kennedy assassination. Every once in a while, she would tell everyone something she had just read.

"It says in this article that the mayor of Dallas when John F. Kennedy was killed was William Plotter and that he was related to James Plotter, who was a high-ranking officer in the army and worked for the CIA under Allen Dulles."

"That's interesting dear," Jillian said as she drove, lost in her own thoughts and not really listening.

"I think it's very interesting," Tori said. "It says that General Plotter and Dulles, who was Director of the CIA, both resigned after the failed Bay of Pigs invasion in Cuba, but I bet Kennedy forced them to resign."

"Why do they call it the Bay of Pigs?" Tyler asked from the back seat.

"I don't know. That's a good question," Tori said. "Maybe because they would ship pigs from that bay."

"Or maybe," Tyler suggested, "wild pigs ran on the beach when people first saw the place and so everyone referred to it as the Bay of Pigs."

"That's pretty good, Ty." She was surprised by the way he thought. "You have an imaginative way of thinking Tyler. I bet you're right. Anyway, it says here," she wanted to finish her thought, "that Dulles and Plotter may have had reason to be angry with President Kennedy."

"Yeah, they were pissed ‘cause they got fired."

"Maybe. I sure wouldn't want to be the mayor of a city where the President of the Unites States got assassinated."

"That's gruesome, honey," her mom said. "Why don't you think of more uplifting things?"

"Mom, it's part of our history and we're going right into the place where it all happened. It's like we're going into the hornet's nest."

"I think you're being overly dramatic. It was a long time ago and you can't blame the whole town for the act of one crazy man with a gun."

"It wasn't that long ago," Tori said, "but what does that have to do with it? Are you suggesting that we're more civilized now than we were in the 1960s? Besides Mom, it wasn't the act of just one crazy man with a gun. Oswald probably never even fired that rifle. I believe him when he told the newsmen, 'I'm the patsy' because that's what I think he was."

Finally, they approached Dallas. Jillian had a 9:00 a.m. appointment at the attorney's office to pick up some papers and the house keys. After that, it was a short distance to the neighborhood where Uncle Bo used to live. Jillian pulled up in front of the ranch house that she now owned.

"This is it," Jillian said, verifying the address from the large manila envelope the attorney had just given to her. He had written the address on the outside of the envelope, along with directions from his office. Inside the envelope were the house keys, the deed, a copy of Uncle Bo's last will and testament, and a separate letter in a wax-sealed, notarized envelope with explicit instructions that it was part of the inheritance, only to be opened and read by his heir, in his house, and in the complete privacy of his heir.

"It's kind of a dump," Tyler said. "It looks like he never cut the lawn or planted grass."

"How much do you think it's worth?" Tori asked.

"The attorney said somewhere in the range of $150,000 if we sell it now, but it depends on how strong the real estate market is at the time we want to sell," Jillian said.

She pulled the car into the driveway. There was no garage, so she parked the car at the end of the driveway, near the small backyard.

They all got out of the car and stretched gratefully.

"Yikes, it's hot here," Tyler said. Dallas weather was nothing like the summer weather of Michigan. They all stared at the dreary house and the forsaken back lawn so in need of grass seed and some bushes.

"Let's unpack the car and bring everything in. It's too hot to leave things in the car," Jillian told her kids. She grabbed her fanny pack where she kept her wallet. She also took the attorney's envelope with the house keys and removed her suitcase from the trunk of the car. The kids pulled their backpacks out and carried them into the house.

At the back door, Jillian fished for the house keys, reaching her hand deeply into the oversized envelope. She was a petite woman with short, spiky black hair that scattered in every direction, dark eyes, a thin chiseled face, high cheekbones, and a tiny, fragile chin that betrayed her inner vulnerability to her tough exterior. She wore red, high-topped basketball sneakers, faded blue jeans that seemed to be hooked onto her bony hips, and a loose-fitting tee shirt that she knew would not hide the fact that her chest was almost as flat as her son's.

As she held the two old, oxidized and unfamiliar keys in her hand, she turned to watch her daughter who was video recording the event on her cell phone. For a moment she hesitated with terrible feelings of anxiety about the house, that there was something wrong about it, about her uncle's death, and that opening the door might open a chain of events she could not control.

"Come on Mom, open the door," Tyler whined, "I have to pee."

She unlocked the door, but it wouldn't open. She tried the other key, but it didn't fit. Inserting the first key again, she pulled the knob toward her, and gave the door a forceful push with her shoulder, which opened the door, pulling her inside the house. She stood in the kitchen and her two kids followed her in.

When Tori walked into the kitchen, she felt as if she had stepped back in time; everything was vintage 1950s and 60s. The linoleum floor, which looked original to the construction of the house, was yellowed, curled away from the floor near the back door, and worn bare to the plywood subfloor near the kitchen sink. The single-door, kitchen refrigerator was classic 1950s white, General Electric.

The oval kitchen table, supported by spindly metal legs, sported a salmon-colored laminate top with an abstract design that matched the kitchen countertops. The pine cabinets with all the obvious black, rustic door handles and hinges, created a western feel that dominated the room. Whether to block the sun or for some other reason, the vinyl window shades, white but now yellowed, were pulled completely down, keeping the stillness of the room in shadowed mystery.

Everything in the kitchen had been put away, not a spoon or a plate was left on the counter, table, or in the sink, as if her uncle had deliberately tidied the place up before he knowingly left it for the very last time.

"I'm going to find the bathroom," Tyler said.

"This place smells," Tori remarked. "Did Uncle Bo die in the house or something?"

Jillian crossed the kitchen and pulled the roll shades up with a quick tug on each shade. "No, he did not die in the house. He checked himself into the hospital and died shortly after from lung cancer."

"Was he a smoker?"

"Yes, that's what you smell, cigarette smoke, 60 years of cigarette smoke."

"That's gross. Didn't he know it would kill him?" Tori said, opening the refrigerator and looking in. "Oh my god. Mom, there's like absolutely nothing in here, not even a jar of mustard."

Jillian came to see. "He must have thrown everything out, knowing it would only start to smell." She opened the small inner freezer door only to find it empty except for the ice buildup on the freezer walls.

"That's really sad," Tori said, closing the refrigerator door and opening a cabinet door to look for some food. "I mean, knowing you're going to die and cleaning your kitchen up anyway; it's so sad."

Tori found some canned peas, sugar in a jar, salt and pepper, and some spices. Jillian found some tea bags and coffee in a can, but not much else. "He must have emptied the cabinets and thrown out anything that was perishable."

Jillian turned the cold-water faucet on at the sink and let the water run just as Tyler returned.

"I'm hungry," he said.

"I think I'm going to have to go shopping. There's nothing to eat in here."

"Get something good to eat, like some snack foods."

"Let me look around first," she said. "Will you guys put your bags in the living room for now and would you mind bringing everything still in the car into the house?"

It didn't take long for Jillian to inspect the house; there were only two bedrooms, a living room, a bathroom, and the kitchen; no basement. The first thing she did was to find the air conditioning control and turn it on. In the living room she had inherited a classic, 1960s vinyl couch, a worn leather chair that had been sewn in several places, a coffee table, end tables with lamps, a big old cathode-ray tube TV on a metal stand, and a wall clock that had stopped at 12:30. The clock had spiky rays to make it look like the sun. She opened the shades, which had also been pulled down in this room and every room in the house.

She checked the linen closet to see if there were any clean sheets and towels. The guest bedroom had one single bed that looked like it had never been slept in, a small desk and chair under a window, a bookcase filled with books whose titles she did not take the time to inspect, and a closet filled with jackets and coats.

In Uncle Bo's bedroom, Jillian picked up the only family photo in the house, a small-framed picture on the dresser. It showed a young Uncle Bo and Jillian’s mom, who was Uncle Bo's older sister, holding Jillian as a little girl. It was the first time Jillian had ever met her Uncle Bo.

Suddenly Jillian began to cry. Her tears flooded out and soon she was sobbing uncontrollably and had to sit on the bed.

It wasn't long before Tori and Tyler were standing in the doorway, uncomfortable at the sight of their
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