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Penance


By Rick R. Reed


“Upon the wicked he shall rain snares, fire and brimstone,


and an horrible tempest.”


—Psalm 11, verse 6 Holy Bible, King James version
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Prologue


“Voices of the Streets” by Keira Lamb


(From Real Chicago magazine, pp. 18—20 October, 1992)


Chicago’s uptown boasts a diverse mix: hillbillies from Kentucky, renovating yuppies shoring up ailing grey-stones, poor people, the homeless.


And the kids.


As a kid in uptown, you learn early that the only way to survive the streets is to know them. Those that don’t absorb the lesson usually don’t make it in this small patch of crowded landscape bordered on one side by the cold, unforgiving waters of Lake Michigan and on the others by decaying buildings, clogged city streets, and other signposts of urban blight.


Uptown’s kids fall into three categories: the invisible are the ones who go to school, come home, and do their homework. These kids rarely venture out into the street; they do not play games at the Arcade or hang out at the Butera Supermarket, panhandling for change. To survive, they know a low profile is the only profile. These kids, often the children of Asian immigrants, are the ones who will leave uptown behind and will move north to more insulated destinies.


There are the hustlers and the runaways. These two groups often intermingle. A runaway learns fast that a quick exchange of sex for money can often mean the difference between eating and starving. Morality goes out the window in the face of real hunger. These kids do what they can to survive.


It’s not so bad. I mean, I’m not gonna be doin’ this, like, forever, you know? I intend to rise above all this one day. And I know I will, because I have psychic powers. I can sell my body, but nobody can touch my mind, and that’s what counts.


—Miranda, teenage prostitute


Many of them seek refuge in drugs (crack is easily found here and its access and low price offer a tempting escape to the street’s cold realities), alcohol (fortified wines, such as Mad Dog 20/20 and Cisco, are popular), and sex.


AIDS is not a consideration.


That’s what the faggots get. You know, the guys down on Halstead. I make sure when I go with a date, that he’s clean. You can tell a lot by a person’s appearance: the way he dresses, what kind of car he drives. Most of my tricks are married. I don’t go with no creeps.


—Jimmy, thirteen-year-old hustler


Neither is the danger many of them face when they choose a life of hustling. The John Wayne Gacys, Larry Eylers, and Jeffrey Dahmers of the world exist only in legend, fairy tales on newsprint. These killers and a legion of others less infamous who would do these kids harm are unreal until the moment one of them strikes.


The moment when it’s too late.


The one thing these kids have in common with their other, more affluent counterparts is the perennial belief that they are invincible. That it can’t happen to them.


I can make over a hundred dollars in one night.


—Little T, fifteen-year-old hustler


And along with this belief comes the other belief that if they work hard enough at it, they’ll meet a rich John who will take them away from this life spent trying to find a warm place to sleep or struggling through the day with some food in one’s belly. All the kids who hustle for a living tell you they do it for the money and that the financial rewards are just too great for them to stop.


In reality, these kids can be had for as little as five or ten dollars, if the buyer knows how to negotiate.


And knows how to read despair on a youthful face. And knows how to exploit that despair.


One of my Johns, man, he treats me like his own kid. You know, I waltz right by that fuckin’ doorman in this John’s Gold Coast building just as pretty as you please. He don’t pay me no attention. That’s ‘cause when I’m with Saul, I belong, man. You understand that?


—War Zone, fifteen


Those who exploit the streets are the shrewdest of all. Cruising uptown for “chicken” is a game learned from hard-won experience. The winners at this game know how to manipulate the child that still breathes in these foul-mouthed, streetwise vessels. Know how to zero in on that little kid and use the innocence that no drugs, no amount of prostitution, hard knocks, gang violence, or alcohol can erase.


Take, for example, the action here on a typical Saturday night…


The magazine, half of its pages covered with black ash and dirt, skittered along Kenmore Street in uptown Chicago. A fat boy named Avery picked it up, plucking it out of the gutter. He examined the pictures of buildings just like the ones that surrounded him and read a little of the copy.


Then he smirked.


And pitched the magazine back into the gutter. Snow was in the air.


 


THE END





Part 1



Chapter 1


Lawrence Avenue was alive with rain-slicked excitement. Here, in Chicago’s uptown, royal blue, yellow, and green neon reflected off the pavement’s darkness. Cold night air. Steam rushing up through manhole covers. Christmas lights in neighborhood bar windows beckoned passersby with watery promises of “Christmas cheer.”


Jimmy Fels occupied his street corner. At thirteen, he already knew the poses. There was a casual defiance in the way he leaned against the storefront doorway, pelvis thrust out just enough to attract the interest of the cars cruising by more slowly than the others. He wore a faded jean jacket, Metallica T-shirt, pegged jeans, and Reebok Pumps. His ripped T-shirt deliberately exposed a nipple and a flash of smooth white stomach. The top of the T-shirt was cut away to reveal a gold rope chain, glinting in the glow of the streetlight above him.


Green eyes, wizened beyond their years, stared out of a pale face. He brought a cigarette to his full lips, lips almost too feminine and full for a boy, too ripe for anything clean. His hair, freshly washed, was still damp, looking darker than blond.


He tried not to appear too interested in the cars passing by, some slowing down to take a look at him. He knew it was bad to look too hungry. Make them think you’re doing them a favor…always keep the upper hand. Street knowledge passed on. Remember Gacy. Remember Larry Eyler and what he did to Danny Bridges, the boy who ended up chopped into pieces and thrown into a Dumpster. Get it over with as quickly as possible and keep moving. But he looked anyway, his eyes moving slowly, catching glances out of the corners, and saw the shadows of men leaning forward, their faces ghostly through car windows.


* * * *


Dwight Morris looked at himself in his bathroom mirror. Forty-two years old, he thought, forty-two years old and you can’t even tell. The Cubs baseball cap was positioned just so, with the bill facing backward. His acid-washed Levi’s jacket hung loosely on him, with the cuffs of the sleeves turned up. Under the jacket, he wore an old grey-hooded sweatshirt unzipped just enough to show the New Kids T-shirt underneath. The mirror didn’t reveal the pegged black jeans and the BK high tops.


Dwight smiled at himself, exposing the boyish gap in his teeth. The hint of rouge on his cheeks made him look flushed; a young boy.


I must look at least twenty-five years younger.


* * * *


Jimmy imagined their yearning.


He was cold, but didn’t want to warm himself. That would destroy the pose. The tough guy. So his arms remained at his sides, the cigarette an orange glow in one hand, held between thumb and forefinger. Too many suburban guys tucked at home with wife and kiddies, Indiana Jones on the VCR, lust for his little thirteen-year-old ass on their minds.


“Isn’t it a little cold out here for you, little boy?”


Jimmy jumped at the sound of a girl’s voice. He turned to his left and there she was. Miranda. Tonight she was wearing a black derby, a big black sweatshirt, urban camouflage pants, black leg warmers, army boots. Christ.


An amused grin played about her lips. “Shouldn’t you be home in bed, little boy? I think your mama has some cocoa and Oreos waiting.”


“Real funny, ‘Ran. C’mon, gimme a fuckin’ break. I’m workin’.”


Miranda rolled her eyes. “Slow night?” She took off the black derby she wore and ran her hand through her close-cropped red hair, making it stand on end.


“It is with you standin’ there blockin’ the fuckin’ view.”


Miranda shook her head. “I can see we’re in a mood tonight.” She started away from him, hips sashaying, swinging her bag.


“Hey.” Jimmy took a last drag off his cigarette, flicked it into the gutter.


Miranda stopped and turned, cocked her head. “Thought you didn’t want to be bothered.”


Jimmy raised his hands to her. “See ya later?”


Miranda shrugged. “Depends on how it goes.”


“Right. That’s cool.”


Jimmy watched her walking away. Who would she find tonight? Would she make enough to buy herself a bottle of Cisco?


“How you doin’, son?”


The man’s voice made Jimmy take his eyes away from Miranda. He pulled a cigarette out of his jacket pocket and lit it, cupping his hand to shield the flame, before he looked up.


It was the creep. At least that’s what Jimmy called him. Some fucking preacher who lived around here. Tall, thin, pasty white with these little old-fashioned wire-rim glasses.


“Beat it. I ain’t interested.” Jimmy sucked in on the cigarette, blew the smoke toward the man.


The preacher made a gesture like a shrug, bringing his hands up, like I’m innocent.


Right. “Look, man, I’m okay. All right? See you later?”


Jimmy smirked as the preacher walked away, his hands dug deep in his pockets, head hunched down against the Chicago wind whistling down Lawrence, off the lake.


A Toyota pickup pulled over to the curb. Black with neon detailing. The truck had these squiggles of hot pink and turquoise. Jimmy pretended not to notice at first, then glanced in the direction of the truck. There was some young guy inside, wearing a baseball cap backward, leaning over and rolling down the window. Jimmy leaned over to get a better look at the face.


Wait a minute. Jimmy moved a little closer, trying to make it look like he’d just decided he wanted to cross the street or something. But he needed to get a better look.


This guy wasn’t so young. There were lines around his eyes, across his forehead. He had so much makeup on his cheeks he looked like fuckin’ Bozo the Clown.


It gave Jimmy the creeps. He liked the middle-aged guys. From the north shore, married, no strings. A quick blow and they’re outta here.


The man wore a slight smile on his lips to hide the fear.


The fear told Jimmy the guy was new to this; it would be easy for Jimmy to keep the upper hand. After a beat, Jimmy took a drag off his cigarette, stamped it out, and sauntered over to the truck. He placed his hand on its side; it was cold, but he wouldn’t let on. Jimmy took a look around the street, then leaned into the car.


What was with this guy? Jimmy didn’t know whether to laugh or turn tail and run. As he leaned in and got a better look, he saw that the guy was trying to dress like a kid. Jeans, sweatshirt, high tops (BK’s, no less). And the New Kids T-shirt. Christ, where was this character from? The moon?


The man sat back in the seat and licked his lips. Even though it was December, there was a line of sweat on his forehead. He played for a moment with the zipper on his sweatshirt, sliding it up and down. “How you doin’?” he asked. His voice came out high, a little shaky.


“Could be better,” Jimmy responded, deepening his voice. A tough guy.


“Yeah?” The man leaned closer to him. “How so?”


“I need a little spending money,” Jimmy said. He looked away for a moment, searching the street. “My ma’s sick and I need to get somethin’ to eat.”


“Well, maybe that could be arranged. Um…maybe you could earn it?”


Something began to gnaw at the inside of Jimmy’s stomach when he saw the man’s sickly grin, filled with hope. “How? You mean like a chore or somethin’?” The man’s predatory smile made him pretty sure the guy was genuine, but he could still be a cop.


“I don’t know. I could use a little company. Wanna hop in?


“Depends.”


“Well, just how much do you need?” the man asked, his voice still a little shaky. “I mean…to get something to eat.”


“I don’t know. I could use thirty.”


“That’s a lot for something to eat. Where did you want to go…Chez Paul?” The man gave this nervous laugh. He took his hat off and ran a hand through his hair. Jimmy noticed the receding hairline, the thin dark hair. When the man saw him looking, he quickly replaced the ball cap on his head.


Jimmy decided this one wasn’t worth it. You can’t be too fuckin’ careful, not these days. That’s a lesson you learn real fast. He began to back away from the truck.


“Hey! Where are you going?” The man craned his neck out the window.


“Got someplace I gotta be.”


“Wait. Come here.”


Jimmy leaned back into the window, blowing out a sigh. “What?”


“What’ll that thirty bucks buy?”


Jimmy stood up straighter, taking his head out of the truck. The guy’s a cop, gotta be. He wants me to say it and name a price. Bam. Fuck him. “Listen: I gotta get movin’. It’s gettin’ late and my ma…”


“Would you let me blow you for that?”


“I…I don’t.” Jimmy looked around, then leaned back into the truck. The man unzipped his jeans and pulled out his dick. This wasn’t a cop. Still, there was something here he didn’t like.


The man stroked it a couple times, then put it away. “I can give you forty, but you gotta make up your mind now, kid. I don’t have all night.”


The man’s nervousness seemed to disappear all at once and Jimmy felt like things were getting out of his control. Still…forty bucks…it’s cold…who knows…maybe this might be it for tonight.


Jimmy opened the door and hopped in. The truck smelled like stale cigarette smoke. There was a McDonald’s bag and a pink plastic hair barrette on the floor.


B-96 was blaring on the radio, the bass thumping. The man turned the volume up to deafening and then shouted over the noise, “You like rap, man?” He bobbed his head ridiculously to the beat.


“Yeah, sure,” Jimmy said, staring down at his hands, tightening them into fists, then relaxing, trying to stop them from shaking. What the fuck? he wondered.


The man pulled away.


Later, when they parked under a tree at Foster Avenue Beach, the man looked out the window and let his hand wander to Jimmy’s crotch. In the dark, the caress felt okay. Maybe if it could just end there. If just this once he didn’t have to go through with it. If just this once, the man would get the jitters, deciding not to finish this dance that had begun on the street corner. Jimmy just wanted to get it over with and get his money.


Jimmy stared into the darkness outside the windshield.


He felt the man begin to tug at the top of his jeans, fumbling with the buttons. Heard the breathing, coming heavier now. Fuck it. I ain’t gonna help him. Finally, he got his jeans open. Jimmy heard him suck in his breath when he saw his dick. They were always surprised when they saw a thirteen-year-old with such a big dick. Jimmy grinned in the darkness and removed the man’s hand before it had a chance to make contact with his penis.


“Problem?” the man grunted.


“Pay first. Okay?”


“Christ.” The man reached into his jacket pocket and took out his wallet. He opened it, and even in the darkness, Jimmy could see the thick pad of green. Staring all the time out the window, Jimmy reached down and gripped the handle that would open the truck door. He lifted up on it slightly and with one swift motion snatched the wallet out of the man’s hand.


He was halfway out the door before the man grabbed hold of the back of his pants. Jimmy winced as the man’s nails slid across his lower back, scratching. He struggled to get free, a little cry escaping from him, his heart pounding, the tough guy gone for now.


“You little prick! Get in here and deliver!” The man pulled him into the pickup, didn’t bother closing the door. Jimmy sprawled across the seat and the man yanked at his jeans, scratching Jimmy, struggling to get his pants down. He’s strong, Jimmy realized, and his fear rose. He still had the wallet in one hand; with the other hand, he reached up, extending two fingers, and poked the man in the eyes.


“Fuck!” the man screamed.


All at once, he slammed Jimmy against the seat and his hands were around Jimmy’s throat.


The man whispered under his breath as the pressure around Jimmy’s neck grew tighter and tighter. His voice came out in a whisper, quickly, bordering on rage. “Little cocksucker. You’ll get what you deserve. What right do you have to a decent life? Little cocksucking shit…it’s all your fault. All your fault.”


Gasping, Jimmy dropped the wallet to the floor and groped for his sock, where his switchblade was concealed. If only he could reach…if only he could reach it.


“All your damn fucking fault. I’m a decent guy.” The man’s grip loosened as he began to cry. The loosening was enough for Jimmy to grab the mother-of-pearl handle of the knife.


He brought it out.


Jimmy raised the knife, bringing his arm around the man’s back: a lover’s embrace. Just as he was about to plunge it into the man’s back, with all the strength and hatred he could muster, the man screamed.


In an instant the man’s hand came off his throat. His elbow cut into Jimmy’s arm, pinning it against the back of the seat. The knife plopped onto the man’s back as Jimmy lost his grip.


Eyes met eyes. And now Jimmy realized how deep his fear could go. The eyes he stared into weren’t normal. They were like an animal’s.


The man’s voice became deliberate. “Don’t ever think you can fuck with me, kid. I’ve seen too many of your kind. Don’t even think of fuckin’ with me. I’ll rip you a new asshole. Got that?” The man reached back and took the knife. He looked at it, sitting up and smiling. “Thanks.”


Quickly, he put the knife to Jimmy’s throat. “Now get your fuckin’ feet back in the cab and close the door. We’re goin’ for a ride.” He giggled. “I’m gonna take you someplace where we can take off our clothes and get comfortable.”


Jimmy stared at the dark water of Lake Michigan, the foam on the waves silver in the moonlight, as the man pulled out of the parking lot. He wondered if he’d ever see the lake again.


The truck moved faster and faster. Jimmy lowered himself down in the seat, drawing his legs up close.


He willed himself not to cry.





Chapter 2


West side of Chicago. Here, the houses line up in order, white and red brick bungalows, the occasional two flat. To Jimmy, who had grown up around run-down walk-ups and projects, the houses and their clipped lawns looked palatial, the province of the wealthy.


As they turned into the driveway of a white brick bungalow just like all the rest on the street, Jimmy watched out of the corner of his eye as the guy pressed a button on the visor above him. An aluminum garage door began to roll up, spilling yellow light onto the concrete. Inside, Jimmy could see stacks of old newspapers, a lawn mower, a little girl’s pink bicycle.


“Kid, you even breathe too loud and I’ll ram this fuckin’ blade right up your ass.” The man pressed the button to unlock the power locks. “You’re gonna walk into the house and stay in front of me all the time. Got that?”


Jimmy took in the fire in the man’s eyes, the hunger, and didn’t say anything.


He grabbed Jimmy by the hair and twisted until Jimmy winced. “Got that?”


“Yeah…I got it.” Jimmy bit his lower lip to hold back a cry until the man released his hair. Then Jimmy started to open the door and felt a sharp rap to the back of his head. With sullen eyes, he turned to look at the man, who was grinning and breathing heavier. “Wait a minute.”


Jimmy sat frozen until the man pressed the button that would lower the garage door. When the door finally met the ground, the man looked over once more at Jimmy. “Now, get outta the cab.”


* * * *


They entered through a kitchen door. Jimmy immediately felt out of place in the brown and gold kitchen. The maple table and chairs and the dried flower arrangement on the table seemed foreign to him. On the refrigerator were scribbled Christmas pictures, a Santa Claus from a coloring book that had been sloppily colored blue, the crayon’s markings swerving wildly beyond the black lines, and a Christmas tree cut clumsily from construction paper with aluminum foil ornaments glued to it.


The man saw Jimmy staring. “My daughter’s.” He crossed to the refrigerator and took them down, burying them in a drawer next to the refrigerator. He mumbled to himself, “Scum like that get all the brains. What did she get?” He slammed the door closed two or three times, harder each time. Jimmy backed against the counter, willing himself not to tremble. He squared up his shoulders, thrust out his chest, and gripped the counter’s edge tight, whitening his knuckles.


The man turned to him, breathing a little heavier. He smiled, almost seemed embarrassed. Here, in the bright overhead light of the kitchen, the man looked at least fifty…the kid’s clothes he wore and the bright red rouge on his cheeks only made that point more obvious. Jimmy stared back at him, trying to hide the terror that was welling up inside.


This was one weird dude.


Jimmy pulled a cigarette out of his jacket pocket and lit it. He cleared his throat. “What now, man?”


“Oh, you’re just the practiced little one, aren’t you?”


Jimmy blew a thin stream of smoke into the air, toward the ceiling. “Don’t know what you mean.”


The guy took off the baseball cap and tossed it on top of the refrigerator. Jimmy could see the man’s black hair was thinning; his forehead glinted in the light. The man stared into the air and said, “He doesn’t know what I mean. Isn’t that a scream?”


Everything he said had an underlying layer of rage, and Jimmy wondered what would happen when the guy turned the rage on him.


But Jimmy didn’t want the guy to know what he was thinking, didn’t want him to know how scared he felt. He turned to look out the window. Outside, all he could see was black. On the windowsill was a small card. There was a picture of the Virgin Mary on it, a halo around her head.


Jimmy picked it up, had begun reading the name Adele Morris and the date (just last month) when he felt the card ripped from his hand. He turned to see the man standing next to him, holding the card high and away from Jimmy, like he thought Jimmy would try to snatch it back or something. His face was red, contorted with anger; the rouge on his cheeks had almost disappeared in the flush on his face. He crossed back to the drawer where he had put the kid’s artwork. Putting the card inside, the guy muttered to himself: “Little fucker shouldn’t even touch it. Scummy little hands soiling my aunt’s memory. Never! Never!”


Jimmy eyed the door to the garage, wondering if he could make it outside before the guy caught him.


But Jimmy saw that the man had already turned back to him and was staring at him.


The guy’s breathing seemed to slow. Normal color returned as he stared at Jimmy. His face was blank: the rage that had been there before was gone, replaced by a stillness that Jimmy couldn’t understand. He felt like the man was studying him.


Jimmy shifted his weight, looked for a place to put out his cigarette. “What are you lookin’ at me like that for? Huh?”


The guy didn’t answer. His eyes, pale blue, bored into Jimmy, making him feel like the guy could see right through the tough facade he was trying to project, making him feel like the guy could see down inside him, where his fear quivered and moved like something alive.


Jimmy tossed his cigarette into the sink as the guy moved closer. Without a word, he began undressing Jimmy, starting first by pulling off his shirt.


Jimmy tried to smile. “Now we’re gettin’ down to business, huh?”


Jimmy had thought that the beginning of sex would put him back in control, making him more comfortable. But the man’s cool hands on his body, the mechanical way he was unlacing his high tops so he could get them off, then pulling down his pants and not saying anything during the whole process, was too weird, and all Jimmy could do was hope that it would be over soon, hope that he could get out that door sometime tonight, even if the guy didn’t drive him back to uptown.


“Why don’t you say somethin’, man? You like that dick?”


The guy was on his knees before him, staring at Jimmy’s crotch. Jimmy wished he could get hard, even tried fantasizing about Miranda beneath him, her eyes staring up at him as he thrust into her, but nothing worked.


The man began to whisper. “This is for your own good, kid. I can teach you something, teach you a lesson. Maybe it’ll change you. Maybe in the long run, you’ll come to thank me.”


Jimmy tried to laugh, but it came out more like a cough. “For what?”


“For showing you the path.” The man stood in front of Jimmy now and stared into his eyes, but it was as if he saw through the eyes; there was no contact. “The path to righteousness, son. And pain is the quickest way down that path.” He led Jimmy over to the table by the back of his neck, holding Jimmy in front of him. The man brushed the dried flower arrangement to the floor.


“Don’t think that this’ll be a pleasure for me, kid. I do this only to teach you children something. I don’t like it; I find my pleasure only in the marriage bed.”


“Sure,” Jimmy whispered. “I know that.” Jimmy found it hard to swallow. This’ll all be over soon, he told himself. You’ve had weird tricks before.


The man, still holding on to Jimmy’s neck, pushed his face down into the wooden surface of the table. Jimmy felt a slickness against his cheek: oil. He smelled lemon and it turned his stomach.


He heard the guy fumbling with his other hand and then felt the guy’s hard dick, pressed against him.


“Hey, man, don’t you want some lube? It’ll go a lot easier.” Jimmy didn’t want to feel the ripping, the needles of pain shooting through him as the guy entered him dry.


“Pain, my boy. Remember? It’ll heal you.”


Jimmy closed his eyes and bit his lip so hard blood spurted into his mouth as the man slammed his penis into him, sending white-hot waves of pain through him, causing him to feel the heat everywhere: his fingertips, the roots of his hair.


But he would not scream.


The man began, in a loud voice: “Oh, my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended thee. I detest all my sins because I dread the loss of heaven and the pains of hell…”


Jimmy went somewhere else. Before him, he saw Lake Michigan shimmering in August heat. The beach was full of people and he and his friend War Zone dashed into the water, sending up an icy spray.


He barely felt the warm trickle of blood on his thighs.


* * * *


Hours later. When? Darkness around him. A mattress, something soft beneath him. He remembered getting fucked, the sharp pain as the man entered him. He remembered the man grunting, wishing he would finish soon. He remembered the smell of B.O. and how the man flipped him over later onto his back and threw his legs over his shoulders. Remembered thinking this was never gonna end.


But what else? What else? Why did he feel numb? Why did it feel like he couldn’t get up? Why was it cold and wet between his legs? Where were his clothes?


Jimmy couldn’t remember how he got to this room. A flash of red, white, and blue. A Crisco can. God, Jimmy’s throat constricted at the memory. He tried to turn over and felt a stabbing sensation in his rectum. The nausea, bitter, rose in his throat.


The man’s voice, praying: “Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee…” Jimmy didn’t want to push it, but here, in the darkness, it was easier to remember, to visualize. He didn’t want to see him dipping his hand into the can of Crisco.


“This will heal him.” Jimmy remembered the guy whispering, almost as if he were talking to someone else in the room.


He stopped the memory there, because he knew it wasn’t long after that he passed out.


Now, as his eyes adjusted to the light, he saw he was in a room that looked like a den. A desk with a computer occupied one wall. Above the desk was a painting of Jesus, holding open his robe to show his heart. There were newspapers everywhere: stacked on the desk, along the floor. The other walls were lined with bookcases that held magazines, figurines, and lots and lots of paperback books.


What’s gonna happen to me?


Jimmy closed his eyes, trying to lie still, so that the stabbing pain in his butt didn’t rise up to make him catch his breath. He lay still and remembered being eleven years old.


Eleven. It was a Thursday night. Summertime.


Trying to catch some Z’s. Jimmy turned over in his bed, the sheets moist from the humidity outside and his sweat. The rotating fan added nothing except to blow the hot air around and add a hum to the room. The hum did nothing to drown out his mother’s whimpers in the next room and the groans of the—two? three?—men in there with her.


Jimmy turned once more, facing the wall. There was a long crack there, and he tried to concentrate on that, tracing its way down from about midway up the wall to his bed. He slipped his hands over his ears so he wouldn’t hear Carla and those guys she’d brought home. Fucking.


He had a hard-on and that seemed pretty sick. It was his mother.


Jimmy sat up in bed as the squeaking mattress springs and cries in the next room reached a crescendo. He reached for his shorts, lying on a chair next to him, and his T-shirt on the floor. He dressed quietly, trying not to think about the sounds coming through the walls.


He left the apartment moments later, closing the door quietly, so quietly, even though he was certain he wouldn’t be missed. Carla would sleep long into the next day.


And who knew what the men would do?


Outside, Lawrence Avenue seemed a different place after midnight. Not so many cars, but the ones that did go by moved slower, as if the heat radiating from the pavement slowed their progress. At the corner, some kids had opened a fire hydrant earlier and big, muddy puddles of tepid brown water surrounded it. Jimmy pulled back out of the bright streetlights and leaned against a clothing factory outlet storefront, pressing the metal grating against his back.


A black dude walked by. Everyone made fun of the guy because he had a deformity that caused him to carry his hand behind his back. It dangled there, like a tail. Jimmy tried to meet the guy’s eyes and smile, but the guy only glared at him.


“You’re the evil one,” he whispered and hurried by.


Jimmy snorted and flipped the guy the bird.


He didn’t notice the car at first, but when the yellow Camaro came around the block a third time, Jimmy moved away from the wall and started walking west on Lawrence.


The car pulled over to the lane closest to him and slowed to match his walking speed. Jimmy hurried. The car hurried.


Jimmy glanced over his shoulder and could see the top of his building. He wished he could be there; his eyes burned and his limbs felt heavy. He just wanted to sleep.


The Camaro had pulled a little ahead of him and had pulled over to the curb. As Jimmy passed, he heard the thonk of the car’s door lock being released. Jimmy slowed and glanced into the car’s dark interior.


A guy with a bush of kinky hair, colorless in this light, and wire-rim glasses smiled out at him from the car. He had turned in his seat so he was facing Jimmy.


Jimmy swallowed. He’d been on the streets enough to know what this guy probably wanted. He slowed down, coming almost to a stop.


Suddenly the noises from his mother’s bedroom came back to him.


He looked out of the corner of his eye at the guy.


The car’s driver was still staring at him.


Was he smiling?


Jimmy chewed on his lip.


“Hi.” The voice coming out of the car startled Jimmy. Jimmy stopped chewing his lower lip and turned to the car. Took a breath and moved toward it.


Leaned inside.


The guy’s pants were open.


“How you doin’?” Jimmy said.


* * * *


In the morning, the man came back to him. Dull streaks of sunlight filtered in through rectangular windows high up.


The man looked different in the sunlight, wearing chinos and a plaid shirt. Almost fatherly. He smiled at Jimmy and squatted down beside him.


“How you feelin’ today, son?” He began to loosen the clothesline around his wrists.


The tone of his voice, the gentleness of his touch, and his demeanor were so different from the man he was with last night that for a moment Jimmy was unable to respond. But then he remembered the fury in the man’s eyes and decided he’d better answer. “A little sore.”


The man undid the ties that bound Jimmy’s feet. “Yeah, it’ll take a little while. You bled quite a bit, but it’s pretty vascular back there. I’m sure you’ll be okay.” Jimmy shuddered.


“You like the room? It’s the attic; I fixed it up myself.” Jimmy looked around. Was he supposed to compliment the guy or what? “Want some breakfast?”


The thought of food made Jimmy’s stomach churn. But the last thing he had eaten was a Twinkie and a Coke at ten o’clock yesterday morning. He couldn’t afford to get weak on this fucker, or he’d never get free. “Um…yeah.” Jimmy forced himself to sit up, even though the pain began a dull throb. He shifted his weight to one side to try to diffuse the pain.


The man stood and left the room. In a moment he returned with a tray. Jimmy couldn’t see from where he sat what was on the tray, but the man was beaming at him. “Close your eyes, son,” he said, his voice giddy with excitement. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”


Jimmy shut his eyes, feeling his stomach drop. A light sheen of sweat broke out on him.


Hot breath in Jimmy’s ear: “Open ‘em.” Jimmy opened his eyes and looked down at the tray on his lap. Eggs, bacon, biscuits, a little bowl of strawberry jam, milk. Fine…except a cigarette had been extinguished in the eggs, which looked hard and old. The bacon sat in a pool of congealed grease. There was a blot of what looked like come in the jam and the milk smelled sour. Three or four cockroaches scurried around in all of this, feasting. He looked at the man, and completely unbidden, tears began to roll down his cheeks. Angrily, Jimmy lifted the back of his hand to wipe them away. He set his lips in a line, swallowing the sorrow, determined not to let the guy see him like this.


The man grabbed his face and squeezed so hard Jimmy was afraid his jaw would break. The smile disappeared. “Don’t cry, kid. I hate that. Didn’t your daddy ever say, ‘Don’t cry or I’ll really give you somethin’ to cry about’?” The man paused for a moment, thinking. “Hell, you probably don’t even know who your old man was. Your mom probably doesn’t know, either.”


Jimmy stared at the plain white walls. He was right.


How did he know?


“You gonna eat?”


The question hung in the air, suspended. The words, dreaded, seemed to linger, almost echo. Jimmy wanted to go back to the time before the man had said them and somehow make him not say them.


Jimmy’s breathing came a little quicker. “I can’t eat that. I can’t.”


“Then wear it, you ungrateful little shit.” A handful of eggs came at his face, and Jimmy closed his eyes. “And then we’ll give you something to eat. Something I know you like to eat, you little slut.”


Jimmy tried to curl into a ball, to not feel the sticky wetness of the food as the guy shoved it into his face, his ears, his hair, and rubbed it into his naked body. He could only wait, at this point, to find out what the cockroaches would feel like on him. The assault stopped, and Jimmy opened his eyes.


The man stared at the wall, his eyes fixed on a point. He mumbled, “Gotta get him out of here, don’t I, Aunt? Marianne and Becky will be back in a couple days and I gotta get him away, so they won’t know.


“Don’t I, Aunt?” The man’s eyes almost looked glazed. Jimmy felt that the guy didn’t even know Jimmy was in the room with him. There was a dead quality to his voice. No emotion.


Jimmy turned over, drawing his knees up to his chest. He didn’t want to hear any more.


* * * *


Darkness. He had to get away. The empty room was lit only by the silver from the winter moon outside. Jimmy knew that if he didn’t get away, this man would kill him. He wondered how he had come so far so fast. Three years ago he’d been stealing candy from the corner drugstore. Hide and go seek. Wondering about sex.


Now, he knew too much.


Footsteps outside the door. Jimmy tensed, drawing his freshly bound ankles and wrists to him, curling, trying to protect himself.


The door opened and Jimmy closed his eyes. He felt the man drawing near and heard the creak of his knees as he knelt. Maybe if I pretend to be asleep he’ll leave me alone. A hand, clammy and warm, ran down the length of his body. Jimmy shuddered.


“I know you’re awake.” The voice was expressionless, cutting through the darkness. The deadness of tone made Jimmy’s skin crawl. “So you can open your eyes and look at me.”


Jimmy did as he was told, rolling over to face the man. He had brought a candle into the room. Squatting naked beside Jimmy, the man looked paunchy. His stomach hung in folds between his legs, covered with a thick matte of black hair. His dick, red and hard, jutted upward. No, please, sir, no more. On the floor was the same can of Crisco. Jimmy whimpered, trying to wet the inside of his mouth with his tongue, but suddenly, there was no spit.


“Like what you see?” A smile, brief, flickered across his face, then died. “You must…or you wouldn’t be in the line of work you are.” The man leaned close, so close Jimmy could smell his breath, fetid. “But this can help you, son. I hope you can see that.”


His face then twisted up, without warning, into a grimace of rage. “You know, it’s kids like you who have just about ruined my marriage, ruined my life in fact. If it weren’t for the likes of you—” The man’s voice had risen. He stopped to calm himself, then continued in the same dead tone. “If it weren’t for the likes of you, I’d be happy. A good family man, not having to sneak out behind my good wife’s back and try to help the trash like you that grows on those streets down there. It’s my calling. I have to help. But I’ll fix things.”


Jimmy stared at him, waiting for the pain, not sure what kind of response might stop what he was certain was coming.


“Well now you can let me help you, or at least try to.”


He rolled Jimmy over on his side, away from him. Jimmy felt heat at his back, then the drip of hot wax on his skin. He winced, more out of surprise than pain. The wax dried quickly. The man rolled Jimmy over and dripped the hot wax on his penis. Jimmy flinched and the man pressed down on Jimmy’s stomach. “Hold still. It’ll go better if you cooperate.” He continued dripping the wax until Jimmy’s dick and balls were encased in it. “I’m gonna untie this rope,” he whispered, “so we can take care of your lessons more freely. No tricks, or you’re one dead kid.” The man backhanded Jimmy across the face. “Understand?” “Yeah.” Just let it be over soon.


The man took Jimmy’s calves and pressed them to his chest, so that Jimmy’s ankles rested on his shoulders. The man moved in close, and in his mind, Jimmy went somewhere else.


* * * *


Later, the man came back, looking tall and menacing in the light from the candle. He was wearing a long, hooded robe and holding a plate in his hand. “I brought you something to eat.” He set the plate down next to Jimmy. The smell hit Jimmy first. It was a plate of shit. “You’re going to eat this time, young man. Don’t you want to grow up to be big and strong?”


Jimmy looked at the plate and his stomach churned.


“Go on, eat it up.”


Jimmy reached out and touched the plate. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t. He implored the man with his eyes, but the stare he got in return was dead. There was no life in those eyes, no light, not even the reflection from the candle.


The candle! Jimmy wondered if he could make it his salvation. If only the man would turn around, maybe he could light the robe, maybe…


But why would he turn?


His answer came from outside. There was a swatch of light that rode over the opposite wall, the sound of a car engine. “What the hell?” the man said and turned toward the door.


Jimmy tipped the candle so its flame touched the bottom of the robe, scared that if this didn’t work, the man would kill him. He watched as the robe flickered and then the flame, bright, burst upward. For long enough, the man didn’t feel it. In the brief time before discovery, Jimmy managed to slink along the wall in a sitting position to a corner. He got up on his haunches, poised for flight.


All at once, with a whooshing sound, the entire back of the robe went up in flame. The man screamed at last, a scream torn from his throat, high-pitched and etched with pain. There was the smell of burning flesh in the room. “Son of a bitch!” the man screamed and fell to the floor, rolling around trying to put out the flame, trying to avoid the stacks of newspaper.


Jimmy darted for the door, gagging on the smell of burning flesh and smoke. His hand was on the doorknob when he felt the grip on his shoulder. He turned the knob, trying desperately to wriggle away, an animal caught in a trap. “No!” he screamed.


Another hand came up and pinioned itself onto Jimmy’s other shoulder.


All at once, Jimmy felt himself being flung backward into the room. He grunted as he landed on the floor, on his back, nothing to break his fall. His head slammed into the desk, making him lose his breath, his chest tightening. Silver specks swarmed before his eyes.


“Ungrateful little sleaze.”


The air was filled with the smell of burnt fabric and a sweeter, more sickening burnt smell that Jimmy could only imagine was the odor of burnt flesh.


But the man’s burns couldn’t have been too severe. He looked unconcerned standing above Jimmy, his mouth straining to form words, his anger peaking. “After all I tried to do…” The guy looked away. “After all I tried to do for him. I only wanted to help him. You can understand that. I know you can. I—”


Suddenly he stopped. Outside, two car doors slammed at the same time. A woman’s voice, her words unclear, rose up to them.


“Marianne.” The guy stared down at Jimmy, his mouth open, as if the boy would have some answer. “I—I gotta get rid of him.” The man crossed to the desk and rummaged around inside.


Jimmy got to all fours, watching him, trying to push down the dizziness so he could stand.


“I have to make sure she doesn’t know, don’t I?” The man brought out a hunting knife encased in a leather shield. He undid the snap and pulled out the knife. It glinted in the silver of the moon’s light.


“This’ll be over quick,” he whispered. “I can stuff him in a closet and get rid of him later.” He giggled. “She’ll never know.”


Jimmy scurried backward, crablike, into a corner as the man began to approach him. He was smiling.


Downstairs, a door opened. A little girl’s voice rose up the stairs. “Daddy? Daddy?”


“Don’t worry, son, you’ll go to heaven now.”


Jimmy put up a weak hand. “Please, man, you can’t. You’ll get caught.”


There was a thunder of footsteps as someone rushed up the stairs.


A woman’s voice: “Becky! Take it easy on those stairs.” Then: “Dwight? Are you up there?”


The man raised the knife, but the footsteps were coming closer and now they both heard a second set of slower footsteps ascending the stairs outside. “Dwight?”


The man looked at the door, back to Jimmy, back to the door.


The door opened. A girl, about fourteen, looked into the room. Jimmy saw frizzy red hair, thick glasses, a bent posture.


Dwight whirled. “Becky, get out of here!” he yelled. The little girl’s face collapsed into tears as she backed out, slamming the door behind her. “Why is Daddy mad at me?” she shrieked, her voice bordering on hysteria.


“Dammit,” Dwight said, dropping the knife to the floor. He hurried from the room.


Outside, Jimmy could hear the arguing. The woman’s voice rose tearfully, asking over and over what was going on, what had burned, and the little girl screamed in the background, “Why is Daddy mad? Why is Daddy mad?”


Jimmy opened a closet door and found his clothes in a heap there. Barely able to stand, he managed to reach down inside himself and find the strength to put the clothes on. Once dressed, he opened the door.


The three people in the hallway froze, staring at him. There was a fat woman, with a stiff upsweep of blond hair; her mouth dropped open when she saw him. She turned to the man.


“Dwight? Who?” She couldn’t seem to form the words.


Jimmy wanted only to get away. “Later,” he whispered, brushing by them.


“Who’s that boy?” the little girl said as Jimmy made his way down the stairs.


Jimmy didn’t wait to hear the answer as he hurried to the front door and out, into the cold December air and freedom.





Chapter 3


Marianne Morris was unable to tell a soul why she stayed on with her husband, Dwight, in a miserable, long-sexless union. Was it because of Becky, their twelve-year-old daughter, asleep on the seat beside her? Was it because she was afraid an existence alone would be worse than what she endured now?


As she drove up to their house, tired after the nine-hour drive from Youngstown, Ohio, she realized what she did and didn’t feel and how that should make things clear for her.


What she didn’t feel was glad to be home. The white bungalow rose up before her, bereft of Christmas decorations. Unlike so many of the other houses on the street, it was dark and empty-looking. A house, not a home.


She wondered if Dwight was inside and, if he was, what he was doing. Since his aunt Adele, protector and substitute mother, had died two weeks ago, Dwight had taken to sitting in the dark for long spells. Once, she had caught him whispering and, when she listened, realized he was talking to his dead aunt. She could tell from the way he phrased things that he understood Aunt Adele was dead, but still it chilled her, made her wonder, as she so often had, who Dwight really was.


As Marianne shut off the car, all she felt was tired. Weariness had settled into her bones, into her spleen, filling her up so completely she wondered if she had the strength to get out of the car and carry her own and Becky’s bags inside the door.


* * * *


She smelled smoke as soon as she swung the front door open. Marianne looked over to Becky, who had her nose raised up, sniffing the air.


Marianne closed her eyes, leaning against the door frame, keys in hand. What now? Upstairs, she heard Dwight’s voice; it sounded low and threatening.


Did he have a boy in the house? Again? Marianne closed the door and put her keys down on the table by the door. She had thought about calling from her sister’s before she left Youngstown, to warn Dwight, hoping she could at least avoid seeing him with another young boy.


But she thought that lately, with his going to his Sex Addicts Anonymous meetings and the therapist at St. Francis in Evanston, he was beginning to overcome what they discreetly referred to as “his problem.”


Marianne also knew she wanted to surprise him, to see if she could catch him, to know for sure if his dedication to helping himself was more than just an act.


“I wanna see Daddee!” Becky sang out. Marianne looked at their retarded daughter, shaking her head. Twelve years old and no signs of maturity, no signs of growth. Twelve years they had struggled with the girl, hoping she would one day be independent.


Mildly retarded was what the specialists had said.


What did mildly mean?


Marianne looked up the stairs, at the blue haze of smoke she saw hanging high up when she turned the light on. She wondered just what had gone on, what she had interrupted.


Before Marianne could stop her, Becky raced ahead and clambered up the stairs, shouting for her father.


Marianne put a hand to her forehead. She knew she should try to stop the girl.


But Marianne was just too tired.


She called out to her daughter, “Becky! Take it easy on those stairs.” Taking a breath, she started up the stairs herself. “Dwight? Are you up there?”


As Marianne reached the top of the stairs, she heard Dwight yelling for Becky to get out of the room. She saw her daughter retreat, the tears welling up, magnified by the thick lenses she wore. She turned to look at her mother, her lower lip trembling, and screamed, “Why is Daddy mad at me?”


Marianne went to her daughter and put her arms around her, wondering what she had seen. Dwight came out of the room, closing the door behind him.


He smelled bad. His robe hung in charred tatters around his shoulders. His hair was a mess. And he wore an expression of absolute terror on his face. Sweat trickled down his forehead even though it wasn’t warm at all in the house. His eyes darted around, looking everywhere but at his wife.


Marianne took her arms away from her daughter, gently moving her aside. “Dwight? Dwight, what the hell is going on here?”


She started toward the closed door of the study and Dwight moved to block her path. “It’s not what you think, honey.”


“I don’t know what to think. What was going on, Dwight? My God, were you trying to burn the house down?”


Dwight swallowed hard. She watched his Adam’s apple move with the effort. “I knocked over a candle is all. It’s nothing. I got it put out.”


Just then Marianne heard some movement from within the room. She looked at Dwight, questioning.


“What are you doing back?” Dwight asked. “I thought you and Becky were staying through Christmas.”


“Don’t, Dwight. Who’s in that room?”


Dwight grinned. “Nobody. Why don’t you go on and take Becky downstairs? I’ll be right down, soon as I get things cleaned up.”


“I don’t think so.”


Just then, the door opened and a young boy, thirteen or fourteen, emerged from the room. He looked scared and weak, hardly able to walk properly. He gripped the wall for support. Marianne turned to her husband. “Dwight? Who?”


The boy brushed by them, whispering something Marianne couldn’t understand.


“Who’s that boy?” Becky yelled as he descended the stairs. The front door closed behind him.


Marianne turned to Dwight, and tears welled up in her eyes.


What was she doing here?


Dwight blurted, “I guess I have some explaining to do.”


“Why is Daddy mad?” Becky screamed once more, then choked on a sob.


Marianne turned to her daughter. “Honey, why don’t you go downstairs to your bedroom? You need to get your things unpacked. You’re a big girl. I know you can do it all by yourself. Can’t you?”


Becky, proud to be given some responsibility, lifted her glasses to wipe the tears out of her eyes, then turned and went down the stairs.


“You don’t need to explain anything,” Marianne said. “I have eyes.” She pushed her husband aside, glad for once she weighed considerably more than he did, and went into the study. Her eyes took it in all at once: the rope, the can of Crisco, the overturned candle, the hunting knife, and the charred patch of carpeting on the floor. The room reeked of smoke.


She turned to Dwight, who was standing at the threshold of the room. He covered his mouth with his hand, then took it away. “I had a slip.”


Marianne nodded. Where were the words? She needed to find the courage to say them…now…while she still could. Tomorrow, she would forgive him and the cycle would start all over.


How long before their names appeared in the Chicago Tribune because her husband was arrested for child molestation?


How much therapy would it take to cure him? How many Sex Addicts meetings? How many nights more would she cry into her pillow, feeling she was drying up as a woman, empty and alone?


How much more jealousy would she feel for these now not-so-faceless teenage kids?


Dwight went on. “Just a slip, Marianne. They say in the group meetings it’s normal.”


Marianne went over and picked up the length of clothesline lying on the floor. “Is this what you used to keep him here?”


“Yes, but—”


“Is that ‘normal’?”


She put the rope down, picked up the can of Crisco. “I wish I could say I only knew one use for this, like other wives.”


Dwight stared at her.


She held the Crisco can up to him. “Normal?”


Dwight crossed to her and took the can from her fingers. “This is the last time. I promise.”


Even though it chilled her, she picked up the knife. She thought, I don’t even want to know. She held it up to him. “Normal?”


Marianne’s lips turned up into what she intended as an ironic smile, but knew probably came out looking more like a grimace.


Say the words. Just find the breath and say them. “Dwight, I—”


She could tell he knew what was coming, but she realized, too, that the words would have to be spoken. Until they were, she could never be free or at peace.


“Dwight, I can’t live with you anymore.”


“Marianne, don’t say that.”


Once the words were out, she realized, it was easier. “It’s not working. It’s not fair.”


“It’s all the kids’ fault, Marianne.”


She looked at him, even more certain she was doing the right thing. “Is that what you think?”


“It’s what I know.”


Marianne was too tired to argue, to try to put some reason to his insanity. Maybe in a week or two, she could talk to him again.


Maybe not.


She just wanted to be away. Now that she had said the words, she wanted nothing more than to just get on with it.


He gripped her shoulders. “Please, honey, it’s not me. It’s the kids! They tempt me. They shouldn’t be doing that.” He turned away and began whispering in an enraged, staccato voice. “Filthy little cocksuckers. If it wasn’t for them, I’d have a decent life. Filthy, rotten, dirty little perverts…sucking dick and letting their little asses get fucked until they bleed…”


Marianne walked out of the room. She couldn’t bear to hear any more. She’d heard the words before. And she knew Dwight needed help. But it was help she just didn’t have to give.


The bags were still by the door. She could work out the details later. Marianne started down the stairs, already practicing how she would explain things to Becky.





Chapter 4


Six men sat alone in a church basement, a pot of coffee in one corner, the air filled with the smell of cigarette smoke.


The men spoke in unison, reading aloud from a purple book each had open before him, Hope & Recovery: “Rarely have we seen a person fail who has thoroughly followed our path. Those who do not recover are people who cannot or will not give themselves to this simple program…They are naturally incapable of grasping and developing a manner of living that demands rigorous honesty…There are those, too, who suffer from grave emotional and mental disorders, but many of them do recover if they have the capacity to be honest.


“Our stories disclose in a general way what we used to be like, what happened, and what we are like now. If you have decided you want what we have and are willing to go to any length to get it—then you are ready to take certain steps.


“At some of these we balked. We thought we could find an easier, softer way. But we could not. With all the earnestness at our command, we beg of you to be fearless and thorough from the very start. Some of us have tried to hold on to our old ideas and the result was nil until we let go absolutely.


“Remember that we deal with sexual addiction—cunning, baffling, powerful! Without help it is too much for us. But there is One who has all power—that One is God. May you find God now!


“Half measures availed us nothing. We stood at the turning point. We asked God’s protection and care with complete abandon.


“Here are the steps we took, which are suggested as a program of recovery.”


The men then recited the Twelve Steps, adapted from Alcoholics Anonymous. They had modified the steps to conform to their own sickness, which they called sexual addiction.


One man, his head bowed, his voice almost quivering with conviction and want, stood out. He had grey hair, parted at the side, wore wire-rim gold glasses, a tan and green plaid shirt and khaki pants. His name was Richard Grebb, but most of the people he knew around his north-side Chicago neighborhood called him Father. He lifted a plastic foam cup to his mouth and sipped the steaming coffee. After he tasted the coffee, he added more sugar. Always more sugar, until the coffee was syrup-sweet and the caffeine and sugar combined to make him jittery tense, high with energy. Energy to cope with his addiction.


* * * *


Later, after about half of the men gathered in this north-side church basement had spoken, telling their “stories” and how they had struggled with urges and desires seen only through darkness, it was Richard Grebb’s turn to speak. The other men in the group knew this about him: Richard Grebb was fifty-one years old. He was a priest at St. Cecilia’s Church on Lawrence Avenue. He had been a priest for thirty years. He continued to say Mass and minister to his parish, but was uncertain why a loving God had given him his particular cross to bear.


Richard Grebb was a pedophile.


He was torn between wanting to help runaway children and kids on the street and wanting to molest them.


Richard Grebb wanted to reconcile his desires for what he considered good and evil. The group helped him. God, he thought, helped him. But not enough. Never enough.


“Hi, my name is Richard. And I’m a sex addict.”


As they had done a hundred times before, the group answered in unison: “Hi, Richard!”


Richard looked down at the scarred wooden surface of the table for a moment, tracing the initials there with his finger. If I just didn’t have to speak, he thought, his stomach churning. Maybe this time I could just listen. He took a breath and looked up, meeting the eyes of the other men there.


He had to tell himself how important it was to get through this work, that maybe through the fellowship offered here and his own spirituality, he could begin to check his desires.


“It was an okay week, I guess.” He looked down again. “No, it really wasn’t. I almost had a slip. Jimmy, the boy I told you about last week, the one that hustles trade on Lawrence, disappeared.” Richard bowed his head again. “And I was relieved. For a while I was even grateful to the Lord for taking him out of my path.” But images of Jimmy rose up from his fantasies: the smooth white skin, naked. The sparse pubic hair, the taut little ass, the cool hairless chest with just the hint of his ribs showing through. And Richard saw himself alone in his bathroom, feverishly trying to exorcise his lust with his hand, with his mind, and succeeding only in increasing his desire.


Why were there no substitutes?


One of the men, pudgy with red hair, spoke up: “Thought the Old Man was doin’ you a favor, huh, Rich?”


The man brought him back to the present and he continued. “It was selfish of me to think that way. I’ve talked to Jimmy, gotten to know him. I think I even gained his trust.” Richard said it all in a rush. “Friday, two days ago, I was going to abuse that trust. I wasn’t even honest enough to think of picking him up off his favorite street corner and paying him for it. No, I was going to bring him back to the house for a meal…seduce him. He’s thirteen years old.”


The men in the room nodded, or met Richard’s eyes. They knew his guilt. It was here, and only here, that Richard found acceptance and a measure of understanding.


Looking around the room, he saw them all: an eighteen-year-old boy doing the Sex Addicts Anonymous program as part of his probation after being arrested for making obscene phone calls to the women in his neighborhood; a married man who molested his twelve-year-old daughter’s best friend; another priest, who struggled with homosexual desires in bookstores, department store men’s rooms, and bathhouses; a compulsive masturbator; the man who ran a swinger’s group once upon a time and who now grappled with the compulsion to “act out” with prostitutes; more. They all knew what it felt like to be gripped by something, compelled by forces that almost seemed out of one’s own realm of personal existence. And it was only here that they could talk freely about their compulsions and not be abhorred.


“But when I walked down there, he was gone. Saturday, I asked some of the kids who hang around there and none of them had seen him. Jimmy’s always around.


“I was grateful at first. Then, knowing the kind of thing that boy does for money and the people he goes with, I got worried. Here it is Sunday and I asked around again before coming over here and still, no one has seen him.”


Another man, young (the one who made obscene phone calls), toyed with a rip in the purple cover of his book. “But you can’t blame yourself. You can’t feel guilty about something that didn’t happen.”


Richard Grebb lifted his pale blue eyes to meet the young man’s brown ones. “Can’t I?”


After the communal hug and the men had said the “Our Father” together, they dispersed…to lonely apartments, to wives and families, to the windswept winter streets of Chicago. Some, not wanting the comfort of the group to end, traveled to a coffee shop around the corner to talk, to find acceptance with a group who knew them as few really did.


But not Richard Grebb. He walked through uptown alone, realizing the group had not made him feel any better, as it used to. Used to be he could feel the Lord’s presence in him. Now, he felt empty, left to do battle with his demons alone. Give it up, he told himself, give it up to God.


But it didn’t work anymore. Maybe God just isn’t there to receive my troubles anymore.


And just as he was thinking that, he saw a familiar figure in the distance, north on Kenmore Avenue.


Jimmy.


He caught his breath. At once, he felt two very different emotions: relief that Jimmy was all right, and the queasy monster of desire rising up in him.
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