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Chapter One
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Maggie O’Reilly felt the energy building as she peeked from behind the curtain to watch the audience coming down the aisles. The arena was filling up quickly, though the show wouldn’t start for another hour and a half.  The backstage area buzzed with activity as the crew prepared the stage.  Maggie had never imagined herself in this position, never imagined herself being in show business, yet here she was. Walking back to the dressing room she noticed that people were already lining up for the pre-concert Meet and Greet, there would be even more people back there afterward.  

“Hey, are you ready?” she called to Benny as she entered his dressing room.  Maggie gave herself a quick look in the mirror, glad she had pulled her long auburn hair into a ponytail and off her face. She looked like she belonged out there in the audience, with her faded jeans, boots, and the sweatshirt with Benny’s name on it.  It still boggled her mind that her best friend was the reason all those people were filing into their seats.  Just a few months ago he was playing piano bars and clubs. It was surreal.

Realizing he hadn’t answered her, she knocked on the bathroom door.  “Are you okay in there?” she asked softly.  The toilet flushed, and then the water was running.  He came out wiping his mouth with a towel.

“Yeah, fine, just the usual.  Honest to God Maggie, you’d think I’d be able to do this without puking every night!” He shook his head “This is gonna kill me eventually.”

Maggie raised an eyebrow “That’s a bit dramatic, don’t you think?”

He made a face at her.  “What am I doing here, Maggie?”

“What you said you wanted to do.”  She answered simply.

“What the hell was I thinking?  Hey, love the sweatshirt, where’d you get it?” a smile lit up his face

“Some guy is selling them out front, I just grabbed it when he wasn’t looking.  There’s no way I’m paying $50 for it.” 

“$50 really?  Are people paying that?”

“Yep, there’s a long line! You should see all the stuff they’re selling with your name and picture on it.”

“You didn’t really pay for that, did you?” he shook his head.

“No, Max thought it would be a good idea if I wore one, so he sent it to me.”

“Max is full of great ideas.” He grumbled.

She laughed, “Got a hat too.” Putting the Benny baseball cap on her head, she grinned at him.  “I’m your number one fan!” 

“Oh God, Annie Bates, stay away from me!”  laughing at her reference to Stephen King’s “Misery.”

“It was Annie Wilkes, played by Kathy Bates.  We need to watch that again soon.  Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be, let’s go.”  He opened the door and followed her out, putting his arm around her, they headed toward the small group waiting to have their pictures taken with him.  When they got close, she moved away from him, taking her position on the sideline.  Todd took the first person’s phone as Benny smiled at the fans.  

“Oh my God, Benny Stern!” the heavy-set, middle-aged woman giggled as she moved toward him.  She pulled him close, almost knocking him off his feet and smiled for the photo.  “I can’t believe this.  I’ve been a fan since you put the first video online.”  She suddenly turned, threw her arms around his neck, and kissed his cheek.  Benny gasped and pulled back, “Okay, well so long now, enjoy the show.”  

Todd handed the woman her phone and ushered her away, making room for the next in line.  Benny looked over at Maggie, who shrugged her shoulders and smiled reassuringly.  Maggie knew how excruciating this was for him. The process was repeated about nineteen more times.  When they finally finished, Benny walked back over to Maggie, and they headed back to the dressing room. “Who came up with this meet and greet idea anyway?” he grumbled. “Getting manhandled a couple of dozen times every night,” he shook his head, “What a concept.” 

“Max said everyone does them now and he thinks it's a good idea, but you don’t have to do it if you don’t want to.”

Benny nodded “Sometimes it seems Max is more like my pimp than my manager.  Step right up, folks, for an additional $25.00, you get to grab, fondle, and kiss our little Benny!”  He frowned.  “We’ll do it for the next few shows since people have already paid for it, but after that, we drop it. I’m just not that into being up close and personal.  Remember Stranger Danger?  Having total strangers hug and kiss me is unsettling and in some cases downright scary.”  

“It’s more than $25.00 but I agree with you. I never cared for the whole thing either.”  Maggie knew he wouldn’t like it.  Benny had always been shy, and having to meet so many people was more than he could handle, especially before going onstage.

Back in the dressing room, he flopped into a chair and closed his eyes. They’d been on the road for six months.  They should have been going home by now. Originally, the tour was to last six months, but now he’d be out here at least four more.  His popularity was growing and the record company insisted he continue touring. Apparently, it was in the contract he’d signed.  He wished he’d paid more attention to what he was signing but he relied on his new manager to take care of him. Max had done a great job for him, but Benny had no idea what he signed up for. Someday he’d have to look at that thing. 

Getting back up Benny started pacing the small room, pumping himself up, trying to get ready but feeling completely inadequate to the task at hand. 

With just a few minutes to go, Benny checked to make sure his fly was zipped for the tenth time.  It was a recurring nightmare that he would find himself on stage without pants. The tension in the room was palpable, as it always was just before a show. Catching his reflection in the full-length mirror, Benny grimaced. He would never understand what the fuss was about, he was still the same skinny ugly guy he’d always been.  He hated seeing pictures of himself and avoided mirrors whenever possible.  

Repelled by his appearance, he walked over to the mirror and threw a towel over it.  He decided in the future all dressing room mirrors would be covered.  Maybe that would help relieve some of the pre-show anxiety.  He knew it was hopeless.  He was doomed to be petrified before every show.

“It’s time, Benny,” Maggie said softly. Benny’s mind went back to an old movie and the prison guard telling the condemned man it was time for the execution.

He pulled on his jacket and turned to face her. Looking up at him, she noted once again that he wasn’t a gawky, awkward, pimple-faced kid anymore.  Standing six feet one with his longish dirty blond hair and slender build, he had the look of a pop star.  His sparkling blue eyes and shy smile endeared him to his newfound fans.  Maggie knew he had no idea how attractive he was, and she was sure nobody would ever be able to convince him.  No matter how many girls screamed for him at every concert, his self-image would remain the same.

Maggie smiled at him “I can’t believe you’re the same scrawny little kid I met in the schoolyard!”

Benny shrugged “Well I am, I’m just taller!” He chuckled softly 

“Are you ready?” she reached over and adjusted the collar of his jacket. 

Benny tugged on her ponytail and grinned that lop-sided grin she loved so much. “No, but let’s go.”  She hugged him and took his arm.  As they approached the stage, he looked at Maggie with terror in his eyes. “This is a mistake,” he said his voice a little shrill. “I can’t do it” They had reached the stage, and he stopped dead in his tracks.

Giving him a gentle push, she reminded him “That’s what you always say! You’ve got this!”  

The music swelled, his name was announced, and the crowd was on their feet. With a deep breath and one last panicky look at her, he walked on stage.  The crowd was shouting his name and girls were screaming I love you, Benny.  He began the opening song, and the crowd erupted with applause as the first notes rang out.

He looked good out there. He seemed confident and happy. There was no sign of the terror she knew he was feeling.  After finishing the first song he moved to the piano. Sitting on the bench, he turned to face the audience. Stretching his long legs out in front of him he told the story behind his next song. He chose to wear jeans, a tee shirt and a light leather jacket, thinking he would at least be comfortable out there, but he was never comfortable out there.  

He finished the anecdote, and the audience laughed at the joke he threw in. Turning back to the piano he began to play. He was grateful that the bright stage lights hid most of the audience from his view. It was easier that way.  Once he turned to the piano, he could block out everything but the music. That was when he’d finally relax a little and the knot in his stomach would loosen up.  Maggie knew the moment his hands were moving on the piano keys that he’d be fine for the rest of the concert. 

Benny never planned to be a performer, and it was hard for him to grasp what was happening. He just wanted to write music, to arrange and direct other performers. When he started singing it was just to get his music out. It started with a month in a recording studio, then bookings at piano bars, small theaters, and clubs, and eventually bigger and bigger venues.  He’d been forced to make choices he’d never seen coming and now his life, both professional and personal, felt out of control.

These days when they arrived at a new venue there would be fans waiting for him. There would be TV appearances and newspaper articles to promote the concerts.  His first album had been released and was doing very well. His shows were selling out within days of the ticket release. He was the sole performer, and his concerts ran over two hours long. She knew that having the whole show revolve around him added to the overwhelming stress he felt.

Looking at the man on that stage, her mind traveled back to Brooklyn, NY, and that first day of kindergarten when she saw him across the schoolyard. He was a skinny little boy standing solemnly at his mother’s side.  He stood with his shoulders squared and his back straight and he looked terrified. On the other hand, Maggie was ready to take on school. She’d waited all summer for this day. She was proud of her new dress, new shoes, and brand-new pink and gray backpack. She could barely stand still; she was so excited.

The sad little boy caught her eye, and she smiled at him. He ducked his head and looked away. Letting go of her mother’s hand, she ran over to him. 

“Hi, I’m Maggie O'Reilly. Do you want to be my friend? We can go in together.” she reached out her hand to him. 

Benny ducked his head again, the way he still did to this day.  “Okay.” He answered softly. He took Maggie’s hand.  

Maggie grinned at him “What’s your name?”

“Benny Stern.”

“Mommy, this is Benny, he’s my new best friend.”  Maggie turned back to Benny and started talking about how excited she was.  Maggie was always a talker, which caused her some problems those first few weeks. When it was time to go inside, they walked into the classroom together.
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Benny and Maggie had been best friends ever since.  Benny was shy and always kind of an outsider. It was hard for him to make friends, but Maggie was always there for him and the deep friendship that began that day grew stronger over the years.  

They lived a couple of blocks away from each other and they walked to and from school together every day, along with Maggie’s Mom.  

Benny learned early on that his mother had very little time for him.  She never managed to attend a school event, not even awards day. It was Maggie’s mom and sometimes her dad who always cheered for him at those events.  

He had always been neglected, verbally abused and occasionally physically abused by his mother and by others she brought into his life as well.  Rose Stern seemed to hold him responsible for her failed romances and her miserable lot in life. There were no grandparents, aunts or uncles, Rose had been disowned by her family years before Benny was born.  His father took off before he was born.

When he was four, one of Rose’s boyfriends molested Benny but he was afraid to tell her.  The man assured him that if Benny said anything, his mother would send him away to military school. He said Benny’s mother didn’t love him and she would be glad to be rid of him. Benny had no problem believing his mother didn’t love him.  The man convinced Benny that he was a bad boy and that whatever happened to him was his fault. He told him that his mother said he was ugly and she wished he’d never been born. Benny wished that too. He never told anyone about what the man did to him.  Even if he wanted to, there was nobody to tell.

After that man went away, his mother married his first stepfather. Bill was a drinker, but he was nice to Benny when he noticed him at all.  He never hurt Benny. He was not so nice to Rose.  They would drink a lot and then get into arguments, loud often physical fights. Benny hid under his bed or in his closet whenever the brawling started, terrified they would turn their rage on him. 

In first grade, Benny would often be picked up after school by a teenage boy hired to babysit when his mother had “things to do”.  Patsy was waiting for Maggie one afternoon and happened to see Benny’s face when he saw the babysitter.  His eyes filled with fear as he approached the boy.

“Hey kid, let’s go.  Come on, hurry up!” he said gruffly, grabbing hold of Benny’s arm.

Patsy knew instinctively there was something wrong with this kid.  Benny looked back at her as the kid hustled him away.  She knew he needed her help.  Thinking fast, she grabbed Maggie’s hand and hurried to catch up to the babysitter.

“Excuse me, I think there’s been a mistake. Benny was supposed to come home with us today to play with my daughter.”

The boy looked at her, exasperated. “Well, his mother hired me to babysit and ..."

“No problem.”  Patsy handed him a twenty-dollar bill. This will cover it and then some. I’ll call Rose and let her know he’s with us.  I’m sure she just forgot.”

The boy took the money. “Okay then. See ya kid!” He stalked off down the street leaving Patsy to wonder if he’d have given Benny to anyone who offered him cash. She’d see to it that he never babysat for Benny again.  When she talked to Rose, she told her that Benny was welcome to stay with them whenever she had “things to do” or anytime at all for that matter. Rose was more than happy to take advantage of an offer of free childcare.   

Once again Benny never told anyone the things the babysitter made him do. He was just glad the offender was gone and that he finally found a safe place to be.  Patsy was unaware that in Benny’s eyes, she was his hero. She was the first adult who had ever made him feel loved, wanted and protected.  She always seemed glad to see him and eventually, he came to believe she really was. 

One afternoon on the walk home from school, Patsy noticed Benny had lost one of his baby teeth. “Did the tooth fairy come?” she asked with a grin, only to watch Benny’s face crumble and huge tears fall down his cheeks.

“No, my mother said she doesn’t come for bad boys. I don’t know what I did that was bad and mother won’t tell me.” By now he was sobbing.  Patsy couldn’t believe how horrible Rose could be to this sweet little boy.

“Benny, you’re not a bad boy. I’ve never seen anything about you that’s bad. There must be some other explanation. Do you still have the tooth?”

“It’s under my pillow.”

“Bring it to me tomorrow.  I’m going to ask you mother if you can spend the weekend at our house and you can put it under your pillow there. Let’s see if the tooth fairy just got mixed up.”

On Friday night, Patsy tucked Benny in. “Where’s the tooth?”

“I already put it under here.” He patted the pillow.

“Good, go to sleep. I love you, Benny.” And she kissed his forehead.

“I love you, too.” He said softly and closed his eyes.

In the morning, Benny raced into the kitchen and threw his arms around Patsy.  “You were right! She came! The tooth fairy came. I’m not a bad boy!” he showed her the five dollar bill and she hugged him.

“From now on, when you lose a tooth bring it to me. When you sleepover we’ll put it under your pillow here.  I think maybe the people who used to live in your apartment had a boy who misbehaved, and the tooth fairy just didn’t know that he moved away. But we’ll do it here, just to be sure.”  Every time Benny lost a tooth, he did just that.  

When Benny was eight years old his stepfather moved out of the house. Rose grew more bitter and resentful toward Benny; he was keeping her from living her life the way she wanted to. He was an anchor pulling her down. She wanted to be out enjoying herself. She remembered the day she went to the abortion clinic. If she hadn’t been so afraid of the pain, she would have gone through with it.  Rose often wished she had, things would have been so much better if she’d never had him.

Rose found a job as a secretary in Manhattan. She sat down with Benny and explained to him that he would be coming home from school and staying by himself until she got home from work. Rose took out a key on a piece of string and gave it to him. “Don’t lose this key, Benny. If you do, you’ll have to sit out in hallway until I get home. You are not to go to the super for the passkey and you are not to tell anyone you’re staying here alone. Not anyone, Benny, you understand?”  She was using her ‘or else voice’ and Benny just nodded. That voice meant trouble if he messed up. 

“Can I go to Maggie’s sometimes?” he asked in a timid voice, fighting back tears. 

“No. You come straight home. Every day. No playing outside, no Maggie.”

On the way to school the next day, Benny told Maggie and Patsy about his mother’s new job. He told them that he was going straight home from school once Rose started working the following week.  Patsy knew Rose wouldn’t or to be fair probably couldn’t pay for a sitter and she hated the thought of Benny being home alone for hours every day. That evening she called Rose and congratulated her on the new job.  “Listen, Rose, I know you’ll be worried about Benny but since he usually comes home with us anyway, why not let him stay with us until you get home.  He can do his homework here and have dinner with us, so you won’t have to rush home.  You’re welcome to join us for dinner too, whenever you want to.”

Rose was relieved. “That’s very nice of you, Patsy. Are you sure you won’t mind having him there every day?”

Patsy almost laughed out loud.  Benny had been there every day for three years; this didn’t change anything except now he wouldn’t have to ask his mother if he could stay for dinner.

“No, we love having him.  Maggie would be lost without him. Good luck with the new job, Rose.”

Rose frequently “worked late” picking Benny up as late as midnight and often she would be a little drunk. Eventually, Patsy asked Rose to let Benny stay over on the nights she had to “work late”. Benny was with the O’Reillys more often than he was at home, and that made Benny very happy

Maggie was very active and went out for sports, playing Little League, soccer, and basketball.  Benny would go to every game with her parents and cheer her on, but he had no interest in sports.  

Benny loved music, all kinds of music.  When he was home, he would sit and play records. His mother had an amazing collection of albums, ranging from classical to Jazz to Broadway Musicals.  He never got tired of listening, sometimes he found it hard to sleep at night because of the music in his head. He couldn’t listen to anything without thinking of how he would have done it just a little differently, a French horn here or a kettle drum there.  Sometimes he would hold a pencil and conduct the symphony.  Music was always there, and it was the only thing he was interested in. It was his refuge, his happy place; he could lose himself in music. For Christmas when he was nine, the O’Reillys gave him a CD player of his own and took him to the store to buy CDs. 

Benny loved “messing around” on the piano at Maggie’s house and he was able to play almost anything he heard.  Patsy O’Reilly recognized how gifted he was, and she taught him to read music.  She worked with him for a while, but he quickly outgrew her ability to teach him. It was a case of the student’s talent far outshining the teacher.  Patsy played as the result of a few years of lessons as a child.  Benny was gifted and he was ready for a real music teacher.  Knowing his mother couldn’t afford music lessons, Maggie’s parents arranged for them as a birthday gift when he turned eleven. They continued to provide for his musical education for years.

When he was twelve, his mother remarried and moved to Long Island.  Benny didn’t like his new stepfather and the feeling was mutual. The week before the move, Benny sat in Patsy O’Reilly’s kitchen, sobbing his heart out. Benny’s head was resting on his crossed arms, and Patsy was rubbing his back.  Maggie sat on the other side of him, tears running down her face. The thought of losing her best friend broke her heart.

Patsy was desperate to keep Benny with them.  She was aware that the new stepfather despised him. Benny told her that the man called him names and told him he was stupid.  Patsy had seen bruises on the boy's arms, and she believed someone was hurting him.

She was also aware that Benny’s mother had a drinking problem, as did the new husband. They would get into fights that often ended up being physical. The police were called to the apartment on at least two occasions.  Benny stayed at the O’Reillys’ as often as possible to avoid them, but once they moved, he’d have no escape.  

By now, Benny had come to believe there must be something wrong with him that made people want to hurt him.  He couldn’t figure out what he did to cause it. What was it about him that made people hate him?  The O'Reilly family loved him; he was sure of it.  Patsy told him every day that she loved him and was proud of him.  As long as he had this family, he knew he’d be okay.  But now he was losing them.  He’d be way out on Long Island, and he’d never see them again. 

The next afternoon, Patsy sent Benny and Maggie to the movies with a neighbor and her children and went to see his mother.

“Rose, we need to talk about Benny,” Patsy said as soon as the door opened.

Rose Stern sighed and stepped aside to let Patsy into the apartment, which was cluttered with moving boxes.  “Come in, would you like some coffee?” Patsy O’Reilly made Rose very uncomfortable. In Rose’s eyes, Patsy was the perfect mother and Rose’s flaws became all the more evident in her presence.

Patsy saw no point in wasting time, “No thanks.  I would like Benny to stay with us. I know it’s a lot to ask, but it’s going to be hard on him starting in a new school mid-year. It just seems to me that staying with us would be a lot easier for him and possibly for you and your new husband as well.”

Relief flooded Rose’s face, she dreaded the inevitable problems between Benny and Roy. “That seems like so much to ask of you Patsy, but I know Benny would love it.  He loves being with all of you.”

Patsy smiled, “We love Benny, it’s no trouble at all.  Maggie will be very happy; she’s been crying for days at the thought of losing her best friend.  Well, I can see you have a lot to do, so I’ll be on my way.”

Rose’s bloodshot eyes and the fading bruises peeking out of her V-neck sweater, caused Patsy to stop and turn back to her.  “Listen, Rose, if you ever need us, Mike and I will be here for you.  Any time, day or night, you just have to call, and we’ll be there.” 

Rose ignored the offer and said cooly, “Please ask Benny to come and get whatever he wants tomorrow afternoon.  Roy will be out of town on business until late, so it will be a good time for him to come by.”  Rose’s voice was strained, and she looked as if she might cry, but Patsy had little sympathy for her.  She’d always put herself and her boyfriends ahead of her son. She hated to think Rose was being mistreated but aside from offering help there was nothing she could do.  At least Benny would be safe now and that meant everything to Patsy.

“I'll tell him. Mike will bring Benny by to pick up whatever he wants when he gets home from work tomorrow night, let’s say six o’clock.  Thank you, Rose, I know it must be hard to leave Benny behind.”  Patsy suspected it wasn’t difficult for her at all.

The O’Reilly family lived in a prewar apartment building that had gone co-op in the early sixties. The large three-bedroom apartment included a formal dining room and a large guest room which eventually became Benny’s room, and he felt like this was his family now. Less than two years later, Rose returned to Brooklyn and moved into an apartment in the building where she’d lived before.  Roy was gone and the divorce was final, but Benny still stayed with the O’Reillys.

One afternoon shortly after he came to stay, he wandered into the kitchen while Patsy was making dinner. “Can I help you cook?” he asked with a crooked grin on his face.

“Are you bored, Sweetie? Where’s Maggie?”

“She’s in her room, reading her book. I want to cook with you.” He didn’t know how to explain that he just wanted to be around her. She had become his “Mom” in ways that his real mother never had. He liked listening to her talk about her childhood.  He liked feeling like he belonged here. She was the one who always rescued him, who made sure his clothes were clean and ready for school. She was the one who hugged him and kissed him on his forehead when he was going to bed. His own mother never did those things. She never read him stories when he was little, she never tucked him in and said she loved him. Rose never paid much attention to Benny’s clothes and barely noticed when he was outgrowing them. A week after Rose left, Patsy took both kids shopping and Benny was never embarrassed about how he looked ever again. Until Patsy took him under her wing, he never knew what it felt like to be loved, and time spent with her was precious to him.

Patsy looked at the child in front of her and felt her heart swell. She loved this boy every bit as much as if he were her own child. She couldn’t imagine life without him. “Do you want to learn to cook or do you just want to get some milk and cookies and keep me company.”

“I want to learn to cook and have milk and cookies.” He laughed and so did Patsy. Benny loved cooking and he was good at it.

Shortly after Benny moved in, Maggie caught the flu and was home from school, leaving Benny to walk to and from school alone. On his way home, a couple of the bigger boys cornered Benny. He ended up with some bruises and they stole the Yankee ball cap Mike bought him the first time he’d ever gone to a game. That night at dinner, Mike noted the bruises and asked Benny what happened.  Benny just shrugged. Patsy and Mike shared a knowing look but dropped the subject.  The next afternoon, despite Benny’s best efforts to avoid them, the two boys pushed him into a small alleyway and were shoving him around again when Mike suddenly appeared.

“Well, there you are Benny! I thought I missed you. Hello boys.  I’m sorry to break up this game but we have to get going.  I’m glad you guys are friends, but you need not to be so rough, somebody could get hurt.” Mike looked long and hard at the two boys. “If I see bruises on my boy again, I’ll be paying a visit to both of your fathers. Marty, please give Benny his hat back.”

Marty opened his mouth to say it was his hat, not Benny’s but Mr. O’Reilly raised an eyebrow, and Marty knew there was no point.  He took the hat off his head and held it out to Benny who didn’t move.

Mike took the hat and handed it to Benny. “Thank you, Marty. Come on Benny, I think you and I should have dinner out. Patsy’s not feeling well either, we can bring her and Maggie some chicken soup.”  The boys got the message and left Benny alone for the most part. 

For the first time in his life, Benny enjoyed the holidays. He got up early on Christmas morning to help Patsy make breakfast and then the family would open presents.  Rose passed on the invitation to join them, claiming she wasn’t feeling well.

Benny asked Mike about making his bar mitzvah and Patsy and Mike made arrangements with the Rabbi. Rose had never talked to Benny about being Jewish so he got books from the library and learned what he could. Once they’d met with the Rabbi, Mike would take him to the synagogue and come back to pick him up after shul. Patsy would have him recite the Hebrew prayers to her so he could practice. Maggie and her family learned about Judaism and observed the holy days with him. They all went to his Bar Mitzvah and her parents took Benny and his mother out for dinner afterward to celebrate. 

Maggie and Benny were inseparable.  They’d fight occasionally but neither could hold a grudge for long.  The longest they’d ever gone without talking was maybe fifteen minutes.  Benny enjoyed playing practical jokes.  Maggie was usually on the receiving end and sometimes the jokes would cause an argument, but he’d have her laughing again within minutes.  She could never stay angry with him.

On a rainy Saturday afternoon when they were thirteen, Benny wrote his first complete song, music, and lyrics. Maggie was sprawled on the couch reading when he called her to come sit at the piano. He played and sang Maggie’s Song for the first time. It was a song about their friendship and about how much he loved her. Maggie cried, as did her mother who was listening from the kitchen.  

When Benny was sixteen, he reluctantly moved back in with his mother.  She was alone and he worried about her.  She was drinking a lot, and he felt like she needed him. He knew she brought strange men home and he worried someone would hurt her. While he still believed she didn’t care about him, she was his responsibility.  Although he still spent most of his time at Maggie’s he tried to be home at night when his mother would likely come home “under the weather” as she called it.  No matter how “under the weather” she was she’d get up every morning and go to work.  

Benny was still an outsider at school.  He didn’t trust people, and kids had been picking on him since kindergarten.  He was skinny, shy and awkward.  He didn’t play with the other kids in elementary school and by the time he entered high school his role was set in stone.  His only friend was Maggie but that was just fine with him.  

During their freshman year, Maggie was told by the popular girls that she could hang out with them but only if she dropped the “loser”. Maggie’s eyes narrowed dangerously when she told them he was worth ten of them and they could all go to hell.  She ignored them from that day on, aware she was now considered a “loser” too.  Maggie made friends with a few of the girls she shared classes with and there were some she knew from elementary and middle school. It wasn’t the popular clique, but in Maggie’s eyes they were much better.

She and Benny walked to and from school together and would meet for lunch every day.  Eventually, a few of Maggie’s friends joined them. It didn’t take them long to warm up to Benny.  He had a quick wit and a great sense of humor, he was easy to like once you got to know him, once he let you get to know him.

During their sophomore year, Maggie’s friend Kim begged her to get Benny to ask her out. She’d flirted with him, dropped hints, did everything but hold up a sign and Benny just wasn’t getting the message. It never occurred to him that a girl would like him that way.  Maggie finally told him, but he had a hard time believing a girl as pretty as Kim would want to date him. 

“You’re kidding, right?  Is this like a prank?” He looked at her suspiciously.

“Benny, this is me, I would never prank you!” She responded, smacking his arm.

“Ouch!  Well, maybe they’re just using you to prank me.” 

“Look, Kim likes you.  Ask her out for God’s sake.  Do it for me, I’m sick of hearing her obsessing over you.”

His eyes narrowed and he warned her.  “Okay but if this turns out to be a setup, I’m gonna be really pissed at you.” 

“It’s not a prank, jerk.  Just call her.” Maggie was done with this; any further communication would have to be between the two of them. 

The following week he finally worked up the nerve to call.  He almost hung up when she answered but he pulled himself together and asked her to go to a movie with him.  She couldn’t say yes fast enough.  Kim was a sweet cheerleader type, petite and pretty with long blonde hair.  She was thrilled when Benny called.  She’d been attracted to him from the day she met him, and his disinterest only added to the attraction. 

Benny was almost sixteen and Kim was his first girlfriend.  While Kim was falling in love with Benny, he was confused about his feelings.  He liked her well enough and had fun when they went out, but he didn’t love her.  As Christmas approached, Kim hinted heavily about his buying her a ring, a promise ring.  Benny wasn’t prepared to promise her anything, so he gave her a stuffed dog and a necklace with a small heart on it.  She was obviously disappointed but doubled her efforts to get the ring for her birthday in March.  In January Benny was accepted to the High School for Performing Arts and transferred there to pursue his musical education. He broke up with Kim, telling her it wouldn’t be fair to her to continue dating when he wasn’t around much. The breakup was bitter on Kim’s part, and he regretted that he’d hurt her.  Still, he knew it was the right thing to do. He just didn’t feel that way about her and he knew he never would.

When Maggie asked him why he broke up with her, he explained “God, Maggie, she’s planning our wedding and we’re not even out of high school!  She’s got us in a house on Long Island with three kids and a dog!  I just couldn’t take it anymore.” 
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Chapter Three
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At the beginning of her senior year in high school, Maggie dated one of the football players. Steve Andrews was the most popular guy at school.  He was tall, blond, and well-built. She was flattered that he’d chosen her.  

When she told Benny, he was less than happy to hear the news.

“Maggie, He’s not a nice guy. He’s a bully and a jerk.  You deserve better than Steve Andrews.”

Maggie smiled at him “Benny, he’s not a bad guy.  You don’t know him.”

Shaking his head he tried again “I do know him.  I’ve had a few run-ins with him over the years.  Look, I can’t tell you what to do but as your friend, I’m worried about this.  You don’t know the kind of guy he is”

“Benny, I’m going out with Steve.  I like him and he likes me.  You’ll see, you’re wrong about him.”

Letting it go because any further discussion would only lead to an argument, Benny smiled tightly “I hope you’re right.”

But Maggie quickly learned that it was Benny who was right. From the very first date, Steve pressured her to have sex with him and Maggie finally decided to stop seeing him.  She understood that for him, sex was expected, and after three dates, she was tired of the constant struggle.  He was rude, aggressive, and had a bad temper.  Maggie was becoming increasingly uncomfortable around him. She wished she had listened to Benny, but she had been too flattered that the most popular boy in school asked her out.

It was Sunday night and they’d gone to see a movie. He’d spent most of the time groping her.  She planned to break up with him when they got back to her house.  Maggie passed on stopping for something to eat, she just wanted to go home and get it over with. As they passed the playground Steve suggested they go in and talk for a few minutes. The October evening was Indian Summer warm, and Maggie agreed, hoping he was about to break up with her and save her the trouble of doing it.  Either way, it would be over and done with tonight. 

It was almost ten o’clock and the playground was deserted.  Holding her hand, Steve led her to a bench in a dark corner of the park, near the handball court.  Maggie became aware that there was nobody else in the park and she was suddenly afraid.  “Steve, I changed my mind, let’s go to my house.” 

He laughed harshly. “That’s just like you, Maggie, always changing your mind.”

She was confused, she didn’t understand what he meant.  Before she could ask, he said angrily “You act like you’re hot and get me started, then you shut down and freeze me out.”

“What are you talking about, Steve?  I don’t understand.”  Her fear was growing, there was something very wrong here.

His arm went around her waist, and he roughly pulled her to him. She could feel his erection pressing against her and she struggled to free herself.

“Let go of me.”  she hissed pushing against his chest.

Steve held her tight against him with one arm and grabbed her breast, squeezing it hard.

“Steve let me go!” she slapped him, but it didn’t faze him, he just tightened his grip.

He released his grip and pushed her to the ground.  He laid on top of her and pulled up her dress. She pushed against his chest, struggling to get him off her, but he was too strong.  She screamed at him to stop, and his hand covered her mouth.  

“Shut up bitch!” he growled at her as he covered her body with his, shoving his pants down. “You’ve been asking for this, so shut up and take it.”

Maggie couldn’t breathe and now she was afraid she would be murdered as well as raped.  She closed her fist and punched his face, but it had no effect on him whatsoever.

Suddenly he was pulled off her and he landed on the ground with his pants around his ankles. Steve fell with such momentum that his ass skidded on the concrete. He would feel that road rash the next day.  Maggie sucked in air, as she tried to understand what was happening.  It took her several seconds to grasp that Benny was there.  

“What the fuck...” Steve exclaimed as he struggled to his feet, pulling his pants up. 

Benny stood there, fists clenched at his sides, blocking Steve from getting to Maggie.   Once Steve got to his feet, he threw a punch at Benny who ducked and came back with a solid punch to the jaw.  Steve sprawled on the ground again and Benny turned to help Maggie up.

“Benny, look out” she screamed as Steve got to his feet and came for him.  Turning fast Benny caught Steve by surprise, this time connecting with his nose. Steve fell to the ground, his hands covering his face, blood pouring through his fingers.  Benny grabbed him by his shirt and pulled him to his feet.  

“Get the fuck out of here before I beat you to a fucking bloody pulp!” Benny’s face was red, and his entire body was shaking with fury. The veins at his temples and on the sides of his neck were throbbing.  He’d never felt rage like this before.  Benny shoved him hard. Steve once again landed on the ground, his breath whooshed out of him, leaving him momentarily stunned.  

Benny helped Maggie up and held onto her hand. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” He led her quickly out of the park

“How did you...?” Her voice was hoarse and shaky.

“I heard you scream; I was on my way home.”  His jaw was clenched, and he held her hand tightly as he rushed her out to the street. 

Maggie had never seen him so angry.  “I didn’t know you could fight!”

“Me neither” he responded, looking back over his shoulder “Let’s get the hell out of here.” He repeated, rushing through the street, “I’m pretty sure he can beat my ass.” In fact, Steve had beaten Benny up more than a few times in the past, and he knew Steve would have no trouble doing it again.  Benny understood that his rage was the only reason he’d gotten the better of Steve. They ran to Maggie’s house, Benny holding tightly to her hand the whole way.

When they got to her apartment door, she looked up at Benny.  She was shaking uncontrollably, and her eyes shone with tears.  “Don’t say anything to my parents Benny, just come in with me, please.  I need to get past them; I don’t want them to see me like this, and I sure as hell don’t want to talk about it, please Benny.” She wiped the tears from her cheeks and took a deep breath as she put the key in the lock and opened the door. 

He followed her through the door.  They said hello to her parents who barely had time to look up as they quickly passed the living room and went into her bedroom.  As soon as the door closed, Maggie began sobbing.  “Oh my God, Benny.  He ripped my dress.  He tried to...Oh God!” she cried.  “Why would he do that?  What made him think he could do that to me?  He said it was my fault that I was ...  I never should have worn this dress, it’s too short.  I should have worn pants.  What did I do to make him think... I should have...”  

“Maggie, stop!  It wasn’t your fault; the guy is an asshole.  None of this was your fault.” He took her in his arms.  “Don’t make excuses for him, don’t take the blame.  This was all on him. You did nothing wrong, Maggie, absolutely nothing! You have to know that Maggie, it was him, not you.”

“I should have listened to you.  You tried to tell me. Why didn’t I listen to you?” she sobbed.

“Maggie, listen to me now.  This was not your fault.  You did nothing wrong.  You didn’t deserve to be treated this way.  He’s a bastard who’s never been held accountable for anything he does.  His parents cover everything up and make excuses for him.  He thinks he can do whatever he wants, and he does.  You are not to blame here.”

She nodded and tried to pull herself together.  “Okay, I’m okay now.” she looked up at him, and he could feel her trembling in his arms.  He held her tighter.  She laid her head on his chest.

“I’ll be okay.  Promise me you won’t tell anyone; I’m so humiliated. I don’t want anyone to know, please promise me!”  her voice was still choked with emotion as she struggled to pull herself together.

“I won’t say anything,” he promised. “But you should tell your mom, Maggie. You have nothing to be ashamed of.  You didn’t do anything wrong.”  She buried her face in his chest, he stroked her hair and after a while, her breathing returned to normal.  Letting her go, he lifted her chin and looked into her green eyes, still glistening with tears. “Do you want me to stay with you tonight?”

She shook her head “No, thanks, I’ll be okay.  Really.” All she wanted to do now was take a long hot shower. She’d never felt so dirty in her life.

Kissing her forehead, he smiled “Well then, I better get home, it's past my curfew already.  I’ll be at my house in ten minutes, call me if you need me.  I can come back.” 

She shook her head “You can’t come back, you have a curfew, remember?”

“Not a problem.  Mom’s out for the night and the curfew is a joke! She won’t be home for hours.  It just makes her feel parental to issue rules.” He looked her over one more time, to reassure himself that she was okay. “I’ll let myself out.”

Maggie hugged him again.  “What would I do without you?”  

As she was closing her bedroom door, she heard him say goodnight to her parents. He hurried past the living room to avoid talking to them.  Her dad followed him to lock the door.

“Is everything alright son?” he asked.

Benny nodded.  “Yeah, Maggie broke up with Steve, she’ll be okay.  He’s a jerk. Good night, Mike.”

Mike patted Benny’s shoulder.  “You’re a good friend, Benny.  Maggie’s lucky to have you. Good night, son.”

Benny’s heart swelled as it always did when Mike called him son. He was the closest thing to a Father Benny had ever had.

Leaving the building, he looked up and down the street in case Steve was out there waiting for him.  There was no sign of him, but Benny ran all the way home, just in case.  

The next day at school one of Maggie’s friends told her that Steve was bragging about how he’d “scored with her” adding her to his many conquests. Maggie was furious, the bastard had tried to rape her.  There was no way in hell she was going to let him get away with this.  

She found Steve standing with a group of guys. Sauntering up to him she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him hard, lightly biting his lip.  She pulled away and smiled sweetly. Looking him in the eye she said just loud enough for them all to hear, “Oh Stevie, that’s quite a shiner you have there, did somebody hit you?”

Steve was wary but his oversized ego led
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