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To Dad—Thank you for your steadfast encouragement to read prolifically and to pay attention to the news of the day regularly.
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I, Gary Henson, swear that:


	I reside at 44 Sycamore Terrace in Hudson, Mass. I have lived in this house for ten years with my wife, Amy Henson.

	Louie Francis is my neighbor. He and his late wife, Helen, welcomed Amy and me to the neighborhood when we moved in in September 2009. We were friendly but not necessarily close. We did not know that Mrs. Francis was ill until we saw her obituary in the Telegram & Gazette newspaper.

	On July 16, 2019, at around lunchtime, I went to get the mail from my mailbox at the end of the driveway and saw the Francises’ dog, Pumpkin, lying on my front lawn. Pumpkin is a dog of indeterminant, mixed breeds. The Francises always said she was a mutt they got from the shelter when she was a few years old. My wife and I would see Mrs. Francis walking the dog years ago. Lately we see a young, blond woman walking Pumpkin around the neighborhood.

	I called to Pumpkin on July 16, but she didn’t move. I got worried and went to her. She was still breathing, but appeared out of it, as though she had been drugged. It had been raining all day and Pumpkin was soaked through. Since she wouldn’t walk, I picked her up. She did not appear to have any injuries on her body or paws.

	I rang the doorbell at the Francises’ home several times but no one came to the door. I saw Mr. Francis’s truck in the driveway. I heard sounds in the house, like a television or radio.

	Since there was a pane of glass missing from the front door window, I tried calling for Mr. Francis. He didn’t answer. I became worried about him, so I reached through the window and unlocked the lock on the doorknob and entered the house.

	I laid Pumpkin down and called out Mr. Francis’s name. I didn’t hear anyone answer. I found Mr. Francis in his bedroom lying on a mattress on the floor. He did not respond when I called him, so I shook him. He was breathing but nonresponsive, just like Pumpkin. I called 911. The paramedics took Mr. Francis by ambulance to Marlborough Hospital.

	I noticed that the sliding door to the backyard had been left open and that the kitchen floor was soaked. The gate from the backyard to the front yard was open.

	I couldn’t determine what Pumpkin may have eaten, although there was leftover take-out food on the counter, an overflowing trash can in the kitchen, and wet animal waste pads by the front door.

	In the kitchen, I saw a list of telephone numbers written on a piece of paper hanging above the landline phone. It had been written in Mrs. Francis’s handwriting. I saw the phone number for Mr. Francis’s daughter, Lulu, whom I’d met a couple of times. I called her number and left a message for her telling her Mr. Francis had been taken to the hospital and that I was taking Pumpkin to the Hudson Animal Hospital.

	The vets at the animal hospital thought Pumpkin may have ingested something poisonous and recommended that her stomach be pumped and that I bring her to the Tufts Veterinary Hospital in North Grafton. I drove the dog there; they admitted her overnight.

	The following day, I picked her up. She was groggy and weak, but the vet said she would be okay. The veterinary staff ran tests on Pumpkin and believe she accidentally ingested opioids (see attached report).

	After Mr. Francis came home from the hospital on the afternoon of July 17, he came to my house to pick up the dog and to thank me for taking care of her. He offered no explanation about what had happened to him or the dog, what Pumpkin could have eaten, or why the door had been left open. When I tried to ask him about those things, he quickly changed the subject each time. “It’s all great now. I’m fine,” he said repeatedly, adding that he’d reimburse me for the veterinary costs I’d incurred.



SIGNED UNDER PENALTIES OF PERJURY.

Date: October 2, 2019







LOUIE FRANCIS, JANUARY 1, 2019



Iforget, for a minute, that it is a new year. I open my eyes and pause for a minute to straighten my head out.

“It’s 2019,” I say out loud, trying to get it straight in my head. That head! It hurts even while I’m lying here.

I sit up but my eyes go kerflooey. I close them so I don’t have to see the blurriness. Maybe I sat up too fast. I’m really, really thirsty. I roll my tongue inside my mouth, and it sticks to the roof. It’s so dry. I open my eyes again and I don’t feel dizzy anymore, thank God! I throw my legs over the side of the bed and notice I’m still in my brown corduroy dungarees from last night. My gray flannel shirt too.

Last night. My memories are splotchy. I try to recall last night as I lean down to scratch Pumpkin’s reddish-tan head. She’s a good girl, even though she was Helen’s dog . . . I’m stunned for a second as I realize 2019 will be the first year Helen will never see. I don’t have a lot of time to think about that because Pumpkin, who weighs all of 25 pounds, is whining and dancing her little potty dance at my feet.

“Okay, okay, time to go out,” I say to the old mutt. She’s twelve, I’m sixty-six. The two of us old buggers make it to the back door, which I’ve left unlocked—whoops!—and I push open the slider. She races out to the yard. It looks terrible with its frozen, half-dead grass. I almost wish it was snow covered because then it’d at least look decent.

While Pumpkin’s outside, I turn to the kitchen and see the empty Fritos bag on the counter, the cheese dip I left out from last night which kind of smells gross now.

“Must’ve forgotten to put this away,” I mutter to no one as I push the half-filled container into the trash, shoving it in so it won’t topple back out. I know I need to empty the bag, just not right now.

Pumpkin’s back already, scratching at the door. I let the little rascal back in, give her a couple biscuits.

“Who’s a good girl? Who’s a good girl?” I ask her as her tail thumps hard against the cabinet. I lean over to scratch behind her floppy ears and hear my back crack. Getting old sucks.

I stand up straight again. “We need to go see what’s goin’ on in the world, Pumpkin!”

The two of us walk to the living room—the curtain is still drawn—and hunt for the TV remote. I shove aside old news-papers on the coffee table. I glance at the red couch where Helen died and push those stupid extra pillows around, sticking my hands in between the cushions to look for the remote. Pumpkin, who’s at my heels, keeps swinging her tail and sends a glass on the coffee table flying. Luckily, it was empty. Unluckily, it breaks.

I trudge over, get down on my knees, and begin picking up the shards.

“No, Pumpkin! No! Getouttahere!” I wave her away, almost growling at her to keep her from stepping on the glass.

As I look at a large piece of glass in my hand, I see a smear of lipstick. I’d forgotten she was here. Did she stay through midnight? I dunno. Don’t remember.

I fish the edges of the garbage bag from inside the can and pull them up, back into place. I dump the glass into the heap, on top of the tub of half-eaten pub cheese, and think about Helen again. I shouldn’t. If I think too long on her, I get too sad.

“No more thinking in the past,” I tell Pumpkin. “That’s what Cristall says.” And she’s right. She’s so right.

I return to the living room and see the remote control. It was sitting on top of the TV console the whole time.

“Dumbass,” I mutter to myself, annoyed by my sixty-six-year-old forgetfulness.

I click on the TV and plop my bony ass onto the sofa. Pumpkin hops up beside me. Fox tells me that stupid government shutdown is still going on.

“Good! Trump’s playing their game and they’ll blink first, I’m telling you that. We’ll get that wall money. Goddamn wall. Those libs won’t be able to hang in there, what with the lying press and all their sob stories about out-of-work illegals with their seventeen kids and whatever.” I say all this to Pumpkin, who thumps her tail in response.

Then I see them put this tweet on the screen. It’s from Crazy Nancy Pelosi:


@realDonaldTrump has given Democrats a great opportunity to show how we will govern responsibly & quickly pass our plan to end the irresponsible #TrumpShutdown—just the first sign of things to come in our new Democratic Majority committed to working #ForThePeople.



I can’t believe she’s gonna be House Speaker in a few days. She’s a fucking lunatic. A San Francisco Marxist. Trump better beat that bitch down.

“Lock her up! Right, Pumpkin?!”

Pumpkin’s tail wags a mile a minute.







HELEN (BROZ) FRANCIS, JANUARY 1, 2019



It’s January 1st. Two thousand nineteen. This is the first new year since I’ve been dead.

Twenty-eighteen: That’s the last time I was in flesh form. Father’s Day, 2018. June 17th to be exact.

I was sixty-two.

Sixty-freakin’-two.

Pancreatic cancer. It blew through my body so fast I couldn’t believe it. No one could believe it. Not Louie, who was more emotional than I’d ever seen him during the thirty-five years we were married. And not Lulu who—in spite of her near-constant battles with Louie over many things: her, as he calls it, “lifestyle”; the whole bunch of retail jobs that she’s had; Trump—still made it over here every day to see me, to make sure I ate, that Louie ate. Neither of them really talked to me about the fact that I was sick other than to say things like “You’re strong, Helen. You’ll beat this thing.” Or “Mom, no one messes with you!”

Sweethearts, you were wrong.

Being sick kicked the life right out of me. I didn’t get to see how things turned out. How Lulu and Julia turned out; they were still a pretty new couple. How Game of Thrones ended. How the 2018 Red Sox season ended. How Harry and Meghan’s first year of marriage was. Watching their wedding was one of the last true pleasures before the cancer killed me. Not that Louie and Lulu wanted to hear that. Neither of them were fans of the royals. Neither of them got up early with me to watch the wedding. I didn’t care. I did it on my own. Drank tea and ate half a box of English shortbread biscuits. Puked them up afterward. (The chemo killed my appetite.)

But now, I feel like I’m kind of unfocused, unsure of what I am and what is happening. I don’t seem to have a body anymore, just a consciousness. And vision. I can see things going on. With my family. My God, this is something I always worried about, dead people being able to see live people. Like how after my mother died, the first time Louie and I had sex, I couldn’t help but imagine she was watching us. I felt embarrassed. Kind of ruined sex for me. It was morbid, I know. But look at me now! I can see things! I’m looking directly into my house, 47 Sycamore Terrace. I can hear things, too. This new awareness must be some kind of six-month awakening, an adjustment to being dead.

Or maybe it’s limbo. Or purgatory. Learned a lot about those things as a girl at St. Stan’s (short for St. Stanislaus for you non-Catholics out there). When the old ladies were making pierogies for the church fair, I’d hear them cluck away, saying in ominous tones, “They’d better get that baby baptized or, God forbid, it could go to limbo if it died.” Those words scared me as a girl. Whatever “limbo” was, it wasn’t good.

I haven’t seen any limbo babies yet. Haven’t seen any other “spirits” either, if that’s what I am. Haven’t seen anything other than living people.

I hope I’m not in limbo or purgatory. I want to see Mom and Dad and, oh, wouldn’t it be great to see my brothers, Henry and Jan, again? They died serving in Vietnam when I was just a teenager. I’d love to see them. To hear them again. Will that happen? There’s no one around to ask, so I’m kind of stuck. Watching.

I can’t say I like it. I don’t at all like what I’m seeing and hearing in my house right now. Louie . . . Lord, Louie, what has happened to you? You look like a ragamuffin. And the house . . . what the hell happened? And who is this Cristall person?

And wait, did the guy on TV just say that Nancy Pelosi is going to be House Speaker? That means the Democrats won the midterms. Thank God! I hope they impeach that orange bastard!







LULU FRANCIS, JANUARY 1, 2019



The darkness of the new year is broken by the annoying chirp of my iPhone telling me someone texted.

“Who the hell is texting me at, what time is it?” I lean over the side of the bed, don’t see the phone, but see the digital clock, which says it’s 2:16. In the morning. Julia lies motionless next to me on my full-size bed. She sleeps so deeply that she hasn’t heard the phone.

My phone seems so far away, over on the other side of the room, somewhere in that tangled pile of clothes that Julia and I had been wearing. It’s cold in here, but so fucking warm under these blankets. I don’t really want to get out of bed and check the phone. I can’t imagine who’d be texting me right now. I mean, Julia’s lying right here next to me. And nobody’d have a bookstore emergency on New Year’s Day. In the middle of the night.

Then I hear a second chirp. A second text has arrived. “What the hell?”

I love my sleep. It pisses me off to be woken up before I’m ready. I used to have a bad habit of chucking my phone across the room after my alarm went off if I was still half-asleep. I busted so many phones that way, overslept so many times, either missing work or arriving really late for my shift. (The folks at Macy’s weren’t too thrilled with me when that happened during a particularly bad stretch of time years ago.) My eyes’d pop open at three o’clock or thereabouts, and then I’d toss and turn trying to force myself back to sleep. My body would compensate by making me a crazy person who, in her lust for more shut-eye, would sleep through her alarms and break phones. Since then, I’ve been trying to do yoga regularly and meditate (Julia insists) even though I think meditation is kind of stupid. When I’m really keyed up for whatever reason, I take a sleeping pill. Over the counter. Nothing to be worried about.

But that stupid phone, chirping so early in the morning on New Year’s Day . . . what if it’s a friend who needs help? A ride? Had a bad New Year’s Eve date? A surge of panic goes through me as the what-ifs start tumbling forward so fast that I’m compelled to leave my warm bed to grab the phone and check the texts.

The waft of cold air that follows me when I jump back beneath the covers, phone in hand, makes Julia grunt as she rolls over, throwing her long red hair toward my face. I gently brush the silky strands off me and pull the covers over my head so the light won’t bother her. I go to my text messages.

They’re from Louie. Louie?! “This can’t be good,” I mutter quietly. My stomach tightens.


i still smell your perfume from tonight

thank you

had a great time



“What the fuck?!” I blurt before realizing I said it out loud. Luckily, Julia doesn’t stir. Maybe she didn’t hear me. Or she ignored me. It’s happened before.

The next text was time stamped for 2:17 a.m., one minute after the first one.


2019 will be great ♥



I’m shocked. Who the fuck does he think he’s texting? And when did he learn to use emojis?

Louie and I have pretty much lived separate lives since Mom died. Yeah, he’s my dad, but I call him “Louie” because, honestly, he doesn’t act much like a father and hasn’t since I came out. Mom’s been gone, what, since June? While Mom tried to get us to make up and promise we’d be active in one another’s lives after she passed, I knew it would never happen. I’m pretty sure she knew it too, but nobody wanted to say anything negative. Who wants to say no to their dying mother? We all just nodded yes to anything she said and pretended everything would work out.

But after she died, Louie, who’d recently retired, went his Fox News way, and I went my science- and reality-based way. Julia and I began seeing each other more often and I began taking as many shifts as the bookstore manager, Sharon, would let me. She just offered me the assistant manager post, in addition to running the store’s social media accounts and organizing book events. I’m kind of swamped with stuff. And when I’m not working at Tatnuck, I’m trying to get this Bookstagram account I started rolling, posting reviews and funky pics of books in front of great backgrounds. I’ve been totally focused on these things and not at all on what’s been going on at 47 Sycamore Terrace.

Neither Louie nor I have reached out to each other much since Mom’s funeral. After the service, he handed me her ashes in the urn, patted me on the shoulder (like the way he pats Pumpkin, only not as affectionately) and said, “Good luck with things.” Then he walked away. Seriously, Good luck with things? My mother was dead and her husband, my own father, pawned off the responsibility of putting her ashes to rest onto my shoulders. I wrote her obituary. I called her friends to tell them she’d passed. He held on to his vodka bottles like it was his job. He was present in body only. And this guy says to his only child, someone who was shattered that her mother died, “Good luck with things.” Who does that?

There are some who instantly took pity on him. The poor widower. Doesn’t know how to cook, lives in his house alone, etc. At first, when I imagined him in the house with a dog he never wanted, I felt bad and put in an effort. But whenever I’d show up with a bucket of Kentucky Fried Chicken or a meatball sub from Moe’s (always a salad for me because I’m a vegetarian, which pisses him off), he’d brush me off and say, “Yeah, thanks, but I’m not hungry,” and then linger in the doorway like I was a door-to-door saleswoman he couldn’t get rid of fast enough. On the few occasions when he’d deign to eat what I brought over, he’d spend the whole time spewing his MAGA crap, trashing Hillary Clinton and Nancy Pelosi in such sexist ways that I couldn’t take it. It made me sick to my stomach. I would hold my tongue, but damn, I wanted to fucking scream. He was not the only one who was grieving. Asshole.

One night, while eating cheese pizza, I lost it.

“Stop, Dad! Please! No more politics.”

“What? I thought you lefty libs could handle the truth. I thought you all went on social media hashtaggin’ ‘truthmatters’ and ‘sciencematters’? You can’t defend yourself?”

He wouldn’t stop. He kept talking about Trump and Pelosi and Clinton until I excused myself and left.

And he would pointedly refuse to ask me about my personal life other than the bare minimum, but only if he could sneak in some kind of jab, like asking whether I still had “a paying job” and a “livable apartment,” and whether I still had a mouse problem. (That was one winter and the whole building had them. They were tiny. It was taken care of.)

As for any other aspect of my life, he seemed like he either didn’t care or didn’t want to know. I could have voluntarily mentioned Julia or my progressive politics or that I was considering coloring my short (he calls it “butch”) hair pink. I could’ve made his thinning, blond, alt-right hair stand on end. But I didn’t. Still the fucking good girl. I hated that about myself.

The final straw that put an end to my attempts to reach out to the poor, sad widower was when I invited him to my apartment for Thanksgiving. It was going to be our first major holiday without Mom, and I was hurting. I had been combing through Mom’s recipes and planned to use her sauce-splattered recipe cards to whip up a meal that would pay homage to the rich holidays she used to give us. I was embarrassed to admit to myself the vivid Martha Stewart fantasies I was having. In my defense, I needed something to distract me from my ache. Julia was helping, offering to put together some dishes her Mexican abuela used to make. I loved the idea of switching up the menu.

But when I called Louie about it, he paused for a beat or two. Then he said, and I quote (I remember it verbatim because I was so stunned): “I don’t want to come over there and have Thanksgiving with you. I only have so many Thanksgivings left, and I don’t want to spend them with people I don’t want to be with.”

I sat on the kitchen chair in my tiny apartment and stared blankly at the wall I hadn’t yet decorated. I didn’t move for quite some time. It was as though I’d been stunned literally, like with a stun gun or something. From that point on, I shut off my emotions, at least when it came to him. I had to. I had to protect myself. The hurt I felt was so deep, I had to cauterize that wound.

“He doesn’t want to waste his Thanksgiving with me,” I said softly to myself. “His only kid. His fucking namesake.”

I stopped going over there. I stopped bringing him food. I sent him a card for Christmas and tucked a Home Depot gift card inside. In return, he wrote me a check for $100 and sent it—just the check, no card—in an envelope. I called him on Christmas Day. We spoke for maybe ten minutes, tops. So that was how things were going to be between us. We live a half-hour drive apart, but apparently we’d only speak on major holidays and not see one another in person.

Fine.

Then, on New Year’s Day, I get this text. Is it a sext, boomer-style?

I close my eyes at the thought of Louie and the word sext in the same sentence. I’ll deal with this tomorrow. Or never.

I chuck the phone toward the pile of clothing, turn over, and spoon Julia.
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I, George Andres, swear that:


	I am employed by Elder Services of Worcester Area as a case manager. I have worked in this position for eighteen months.

	I was contacted via phone by Lulu Francis, thirty-one, of Worcester, on July 10, 2019. She reported a case of suspected elder abuse of her father, Louie Francis, sixty-seven, of 47 Sycamore Terrace, Hudson. I took notes during her phone call when she detailed her allegations.

	She alleged that Mr. Francis had made several “bad financial decisions” to give money to Cristall Baldwin, twenty-nine, of Marlborough. Ms. Francis called Ms. Baldwin “a drug addict who is using him” and who she said stole “twenty grand” in checks, as well as credit cards from her father, racking up charges. She didn’t know how much the charges were for, but estimated them to be in the thousands of dollars.

	Ms. Francis said Ms. Baldwin works as her father’s dog walker and as a bartender at The Earl in Hudson, where Mr. Francis is allegedly a regular customer.

	Ms. Francis contends her father and Ms. Baldwin have what she believes to be a sexual relationship, although she cannot verify this assumption, nor can she supply proof.

	She referred me to Hudson Detective Thomas Demastrie, who investigated the case of the checks forged on Mr. Francis’s account. She also referred me to Christy Moore, the manager of Star State Bank, where Mr. Francis had a checking account.

	I thanked Ms. Francis for contacting me and told her I would get back to her.

	I left telephone messages at Louie Francis’s landline number on July 15, July 18, July 23, and July 29. I left messages for all the calls except the one on July 29 because, by then, I heard a message saying his mailbox was full and the line disconnected. I never spoke with Mr. Francis.

	I spoke with Ms. Francis on July 30 and told her I had been unable to reach her father. She gave me Mr. Francis’s cell phone number. I called that number on July 30, August 6, and August 9. Mr. Francis never answered the phone. I could not leave any voicemail messages on his cell phone because his voicemail box was also full, and the line automatically disconnected.

	I sent a letter to Mr. Francis’s home at 47 Sycamore Terrace on July 30 to inform him that I was trying to reach him. I sent a follow-up letter on August 6.

	On August 8 and on August 13, I went to Mr. Francis’s home and knocked on the front door. There was no answer even though there was a pickup truck in the driveway and the sound of a television could be heard from the front steps.

	On August 13, my supervisor, Cheryl Ring, told me to close the case out as Mr. Francis was unresponsive and because our workload had increased.

	I am unable to address the allegations made by Lulu Francis as I have been unable to speak with her father, Louie Francis. This case has been closed.



SIGNED UNDER PENALTIES OF PERJURY.

Date: October 2, 2019







LOUIE FRANCIS, JANUARY 12, 2019



Just got off the phone with Lulu. I haven’t spoken to that girl since, what, Christmas? She wants to go to lunch. No, she said she wanted to “take” me to lunch tomorrow, on one of her days off from the bookstore. Wants to go to this Rail Trail place because she’s all excited that they have vegetarian crap. Fake cheese and . . . whatever.

When I asked if they have “regular food,” she said they did, but I don’t believe her. Awhile back she carped on what I eat, complaining about red meat and processed foods, so I don’t trust her when it comes to what kind of food they have. She’s trying to manage me. She’s not my mother. Or my wife. I’d rather dumpster dive. If she really wanted to go someplace with me, really wanted to treat me, she’d suggest a place with real pizza. Like Moe’s. Then maybe I’d consider going there with her.

I told her I’d go to lunch because I wanted to get her off my back and I’d promised Helen I’d try to get along with Lulu. That’s all I promised. To try. But I’m going to call and cancel tomorrow morning. I’ll tell her I’m sick. She’s a hypochondriac, so she won’t question me and won’t want to get near me. I’ll cough and sniff. It’ll work. It’s worked before.

Does it make me a shitty guy that I don’t want to have a meal with that girl if I can help it? Maybe it does. I don’t know. I love her and all, like the way the church and Jesus say to love the sinner, but I can’t with her butch-dyke stuff and fucking a redheaded gay brewer with a nose ring. I can’t. And I don’t have to. Between her rainbow stickers and Elizabeth “Pocahontas” Warren campaign stickers, she makes me sick. She was raised differently than that. I know Helen was all supportive of it, saying Jesus loved everybody, but it’s just wrong. You don’t have to go to church on the regular to know it’s wrong. And without Helen, I don’t have to pretend anymore.

I have nothing to say to Lulu unless we’re talking about Helen. Helen is the one thing we can agree on. We certainly can’t agree on her Black Lives Matter bullshit on Facebook. Where the hell are her posts about Blue Lives Matter, huh? About the cops who protect people like her from skinheads? It’s the cops that protect them from all the crazies out there. But somehow, the protection from the cops who put their lives on the line for them is always forgotten. I’m embarrassed. I don’t think we need to be violent with the gays or hurt ’em. I just don’t want to spend time with them. A couple of my friends at The Earl have seen Lulu’s Facebook posts and talk smack about her page and the stickers on her car, and that stupid haircut . . .

She’s always mentioning Helen and Helen’s church, but she’s not going out of her way to talk about the traditions, the traditions she was raised with. Why is she so selective about what supposedly matters and what doesn’t? It’s like a whole generation of millennial crybabies want the world sanded down just for them. Want life to be soft and nice. Want their little pacifiers. Like my daughter, the thirty-one-year-old bookshop clerk. After I paid for her college education! Great investment that was.

Actually, that’s not fair. Cristall’s not like that. She’s a millennial, but she’s busting her hump all the time to make something of herself. I know something about hard work. I took a job right out of high school in the warehouse at Ablino Transportation by the Worcester rail yards, loading and unloading goods from the trains and onto trucks. Did that for years. Did such a good job, was always reliable and dependable, that I got a job as a warehouse manager and then was transferred over to the HQ in Auburn. Worked as a manager until the day I retired at sixty-five. Always thought hard work would save you.

Cristall’s just like me. When I first met her, she was a waitress at The Earl, but she worked her way up to learn how to bartend so she’d get more money in tips. (And with her figure and face, that blond hair, man, the tips roll in.) She didn’t go to college either, but sure as shit works harder than my daughter, Her Majesty the College Graduate. Cristall works all these crazy hours, opening and closing, but still finds herself short on cash. So last fall, I asked her if she wanted to walk Pumpkin for an hour each day. Weekdays. It was the least I could do. She always has a vodka tonic ready for me by the time I sit down at the bar. And that girl just jumped at the chance to walk Pumpkin. Was so thankful for the opportunity. She’s not afraid to work hard.

Cristall, she has come through for me in so many ways, makes my life better.

Last fall—I can’t remember if it was September or October, was probably September—Pumpkin was barking and scratching at the slider to the deck, yelping about going out. It was early in the morning, barely daylight. It was pouring rain. I opened the slider to let her out and the wind blew the rain right into the house. My shirt got drenched. I leaned over to grab the handle to slide the door closed again, but it was just out of reach. I stepped forward and pulled on the handle, but my bare foot slipped on the water. I don’t know how long I was lying there half in the house, half on the small deck in the rain. It seemed like hours. It could’ve been. Who knows?

Luckily, Cristall had decided to stop by early to walk Pumpkin and found me. She helped me up, made me warm tea, got me some dry clothes, went to CVS for an Ace bandage for my knee, and cleaned up my forehead. She even blow-dried Pumpkin’s fur. That morning we kind of hit it off. We have a lot of things in common. She follows sports. Loves the Patriots and Bill Belichick. Thinks our president is a truth-teller. And she’s a carnivore. God, she loves her meat.

So, no, I don’t want to go have vegetarian, free-range, fake cheese with Rachel Maddow. I’d rather have dinner with a meat-eating Laura Ingraham instead. I only promised Helen I’d try, not that I’d succeed. Why the hell shouldn’t I live my life the way I want? We don’t get any redos. This is it. I’m not waiting for what I want anymore.







HELEN (BROZ) FRANCIS, JANUARY 12, 2019



Ijust do not understand Louie’s problem with Lulu being a lesbian. Why does he even care who Lulu dates as long as that person is a good and kind soul? It’s not like he was so religious, regardless of what he’s trying to tell you with his talk about traditions. He never even came to church with me. Lulu is our only child. Our blessed baby. We should just want her to be happy and healthy. And yet he’s throwing her away.

Not that anybody asked me, and I never had any psychological training, but if you were to ask me, I think it stemmed from Louie never getting his boy. His Louie Jr. He had all these thoughts in his head, had a hunch that the baby would be a boy. Told everybody Junior was on his way, even though we didn’t know what we were having. Then Dr. McAvoy said, “Congratulations! It’s a little girl!”

“A girl? Really?” Louie asked, his voice filled with disappointment.

“We can still use your name,” I offered. Why did I always do that? Try to please him? It wasn’t as though I needed to work overtime to please him, to get him to propose to me. I did buy him tickets to that Red Sox game once. And I took him to a couple of Bruins games. I never cared for sports but I took him anyway. But then things, I don’t know, took a turn you might say, and I felt like I had to make it up to him. You see, I lost four babies before Lulu. Miscarriages. Three early on, one in the second trimester. When my pregnancy with Lulu entered the third trimester, I felt hope. And when I held that healthy baby in my arms, I didn’t care whether it was a boy or a girl. I had my baby! Thank God!

I was the one who was Catholic. And it was my mother who’d been hoping—so much hope—for me to have this big family. After losing Henry and Jan, I was Mom’s only chance to become a grandmother. Her friends at St. Stan’s were overrun with grandchildren. I felt bad that I was able to give her only one. But Mom loved Lulu so much.

Given all of that, you would’ve thought that Louie would be grateful to have a child at all, that his wife didn’t die in childbirth, even though the pregnancy was really hard. I bled on and off the entire nine months. Each time I saw the blood, I was gripped with panic that this was it, that this pregnancy had failed. My morning sickness never seemed to go away. Dr. McAvoy told me to stay in bed for the last month and a half. And then he handed us this baby, who was crying and kicking and chubby and pink and had wispy hair on her round, little head. And Louie couldn’t even hide his disappointment. That’s why our daughter was given her father’s name. But we feminized it, nicknaming her Lulu.

I felt lucky to have my daughter. Lucky that God had given me at least one child, because I was never able to conceive again. Louie says I spoiled her. Maybe I did. But she was my blessing. My only. My Lulu, with her thick, wavy brown hair, with her kind eyes, with her sensitivity to every emotional shift in the house, like an emotional barometer. While I’d kind of hoped she’d have a way with numbers like me—I tried to demonstrate that women could do math by showing her my accounting books, and took her to clients’ offices with me so she could see me at work—she was a word girl. I read to her every day when she was young. Dr. Seuss. Madeline books. Nursery rhymes. God, she loved those nursery rhymes. And Shel Silverstein poems. The one about the man who was so hungry he ate the world and the universe and then himself? That one cracked her up. I like to think she found her way to the bookstore and to that social media thing she’s doing because of me, because of the time we spent reading together.

Louie never found his way with Lulu. The two of them had a cosmic disconnect. They never seemed able to find one another’s hearts. I pointed out Louie’s soft side to Lulu every chance I could, like how he loved Jimmy Stewart and It’s a Wonderful Life. Cried every year he watched it on Christmas Eve after Wigilia dinner (a Polish tradition from my side of the family). He shed tears even though my mom, sitting next to him in the recliner, could see. That’s the only time I’d ever see him cry, when Harry Bailey called his big brother George “the richest man in town.” I raved to Lulu about how Louie worked hard to support us and to make sure she’d never have to carry any college debt. How she was able to go to college, something he’d never done. (I got an accounting certificate back in the day with my associate degree. I didn’t tell Lulu how much financial help Mom gave us over the years. I let her think it was Louie.)

Louie blamed Worcester State for “radicalizing” Lulu, for turning her “against” her family and hard work. He blamed college for “making” her a vegetarian. And a lesbian. The lesbian bit was the last straw for him. God, we nearly separated over that one. (There’s no way we would’ve divorced. No. I made vows. But I would’ve moved out if he hadn’t stopped, I swear to God I would have.)

I’ll never forget the day Lulu came out to us. We were having a large pizza from Moe’s. Half meat-lover’s (Louie), half cheese (Lulu). I was comfortable with either. I didn’t care. I was the Switzerland of pizza. Well, it was summer, and it was sticky and humid. We didn’t have air conditioning yet. We had just sat down at the kitchen table when she abruptly rose from her chair and poured Louie and me large glasses of ice water. After she placed them next to us, she said, “Mom, Dad, I have to tell you guys something.”

“What, didya get fired already?” Louie asked. Lulu was working at Macy’s at the Auburn Mall and was hoping to get an assistant manager spot. He was still irked that she’d gotten a degree in English instead of something he considered “more practical” that would pay more.

“Dad!”

“Louie! Stop!”

“Well? What’d you do? Dent the car?”

Lulu’s face. I remember her face. It was red. She had tears in her eyes. “Please! Why do you always think I’ve done something wrong?” As she spoke, her voice kept rising until she was yelling.

“Fine.” Louie wiped his mouth with his napkin, swept his thin blond bangs back away from his forehead, and placed his hands in his lap. He waited, then leaned forward and asked, “What is it?”

Lulu looked like she was hesitating, worrying about something. I could just see it.

“Go ahead, sweetie,” I said, reaching my hand out to hers. It felt clammy.

“I’m gay.” It was like she was verbally ripping off the Band-Aid.

The kitchen fell silent. I could only hear the hum of the refrigerator as it worked hard to keep its contents cool against the summer heat.

My head swiveled to look at Louie. Please don’t explode, I begged, willing my thoughts into his brain. I wanted to press pause on that moment so I could privately reassure him that Lulu was still our daughter, that we loved her and that she loved us.

Simultaneously, I felt the urge to embrace my loving, gentle daughter, who looked terrified. The mother bear side of me won out over the conciliatory wife as I decided to hug Lulu, to wrap her in a protective embrace I hoped would last a lifetime. If only mothers’ embraces had the power to do that. I guess that only happens in Harry Potter books.

“I know that was hard, Lulu,” I whispered into her shoulder as we gripped one another. We were about the same height, though she was wiry like her dad. I was more apple-shaped, at least at the time. Before the cancer. “I love you. I’m here for you. Always.” (Too bad “always” didn’t last as long as I’d hoped.)

When we dropped our arms, we turned to face Louie, who’d been strangely quiet. He was breathing in that ominous, deep way that he had, where his narrow nostrils noticeably expanded with the intensity of his breathing. He stood up and casually brushed nonexistent crumbs off his crisp tan shorts. (God forbid he wear shorts or pants that weren’t pressed.) Put his hands on his hips and looked toward the ceiling as he drew in a deep breath. He paused for what felt like a long time. Even Pumpkin, still a young pup back then, stood uncharacteristically still. Then Louie picked up the slices of pizza from our plates and placed them back inside the box. He slowly closed the box, picked it up, and walked out the front door with it under his arm, holding it in a way that would cause all the slices to pile atop one another, like a pizza landslide.

Lulu and I stood silent, confused. Then we heard it. Then we saw it. Louie threw the pizza box at the sliding glass door that led from our kitchen to our back deck. Just heaved the box. It hit the glass, then fell to the deck and sprung open, rendering it a gooey heap on the wood.

Pigheaded man.

After that display of childish behavior, I panicked. I was worried we’d never see Lulu again, so I went in the entirely opposite direction. I joined PFLAG. I got rainbow stickers and put them on my car. Together, Lulu and I supported LGBTQ causes. I marched with her. I made donations. I showed an avid interest in her life, even went to lunches and dinners with her girlfriends. Loved that Julia girl she was dating when I passed.

This show of support for her nearly cost me my marriage. Over the years, Louie became angrier and more conservative. Not just Mitt Romney or George W. Bush conservative. Trump conservative: Loony, unhinged-to-reality conservative. We got into screaming matches over his support for the orange bastard and his lack of support for his daughter. When Lulu would bring whomever she was dating over to the house, he’d leave, returning only after the girls had gone. In the fall of 2016, Louie replaced the American flag on the front of our house with a Trump flag. That was a declaration of war. It was one thing for him to have his own personal beliefs, but the house was a jointly owned piece of property. And my house wasn’t going to support that lunatic. In a fury, I ripped the thing down and dropped it on the driveway, doused it with lighter fluid and, with tremendous drama, lit it with a match, praying that none of the leaves on the grass would catch fire.

Louie came running out of the house yelling, “What the hell are you doing?”

“Maybe I should’ve just thrown a pizza at a window instead?”

“What are you talking about?”

Could he have forgotten about that already? No, I decided. He was just pretending like he forgot. Louie paused, chastened for a moment, then blurted out, “I have a First Amendment right!”

“You don’t understand the First Amendment,” I
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