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			CHAPTER 1

			January 1967

			Andy woke up lying face down in the snow. Squinting against the morning sun, he sat up, trying to figure out where he was. Seeing was difficult because the wind was kicking up small clouds of snow. There were no people or cars anywhere. The white haziness had a serene, otherworldly stillness, so he concluded he must be on the moon. The more this realization took hold, the happier he became. All those flying lessons had finally paid off! Of course he was on the moon! To hell with his frozen feet and the blinding snow glare. He was gravity-free and glad of it. Whooping and hollering, he pulled himself up and began bouncing around. A minute of this had him back on his knees, gasping. Staring off into the distance, he glimpsed two figures jogging toward him. Elated, he bounced in their direction. They were closer now; shielding his eyes for a better look, he noticed something strange. Instead of space suits they were wearing police uniforms and looming behind them were goalposts and a large electronic scoreboard.

			 

			* * *

			 

			Andy’s father, Warren William Koops, CPA, was good with numbers but lousy with people. It’s not that he didn’t care about them, he cared a lot. It was connecting that he couldn’t handle. No matter how hard he tried to be spontaneous, present, real, it never convinced those close to him – his wife Millie, sons Andy and Larry, and certainly not “friends” (acquaintances Millie dragged in twice a year for cocktails) – that he wasn’t just going through the motions, acting as if he were really there while all the time he just watched from a distance. Truth is, watching is what Warren did best, because watching was safe, and feeling safe was his top priority. Born severely premature after his mother had endured two miscarriages, Warren was destined to grow up breathing the toxic air of smothering overprotection. Like a God-sent gift, he was coddled and catered to by parents who asked nothing of him but his mere existence, while devoting themselves to ensuring it would be safe and pain-free.

			After fifty-seven years of safety-first conformity Warren could no longer find within himself anything genuine, anything actually worth something, or anything or anyone capable of unlocking his hermetically sealed sense of being. So one August morning he came home while Millie was at the hairdresser, changed into a fresh shirt and tie, and hanged himself from a cross beam in the garage.

			Millie hailed from a long line of alcoholics and sipped vodka in small doses, from 2 p.m. to bedtime, every day. She found Warren around 11:30 a.m., well before the day’s numbing started, and managed to call 911 before collapsing. Andy was spending the day cutting school and getting high and couldn’t be immediately located. He wandered in later that afternoon but was so stoned his subdued reaction bewildered the neighbors and emergency personnel anticipating his arrival. He cried some, hugged his mother, and then sought shelter in his room. Any sense of loss he felt was tempered by the fact that he and his father had been lost to one another for years. He was everything his father was not: confident, unguarded, open and friendly, a first-degree risk-taker whose only flaw was having no censor, no breaks to cushion the falls that come with being an on-the-edge manic-depressive.

			It wasn’t until three years later, during his junior year at college, that Andy felt the emotional truth of that August day. He and a newly acquired girlfriend were spending the day smoking weed and having sex. Linda was from Boulder, Colorado, into the peace movement, beautiful, and a sexual dynamo. Surprisingly, she was shy and loved that Andy, an aspiring photographer, took countless pictures of her. At some point her roommate returned with some LSD tabs, which she shared before leaving for an afternoon class.

			It was his first trip and Andy was happily cartwheeling through another dimension when he heard Linda calling his name from what seemed a long distance away. He opened his eyes and she was sitting cross-legged right in front of him.

			“Talk to me,” she said.

			“What?”

			“Talk to me…talk to me because I see you.”

			“Yeah, I see you too so…”

			“No, I see inside you.”

			“You see inside me?” Andy repeated, looking down at himself, hoping he could do the same.

			“Tell me your life story and then I’ll tell you mine,” Linda continued, “but skip the bullshit parts, you know, skip the everyday, bullshit stuff.”

			As she said this she scooped up the bed sheet, making a tent in which they were both cocooned. She kissed him deeply and he felt himself lifting, about to float blissfully away, tethered only by her sweet lips. Then, slowly, as if in a dream, he found himself describing how his father had come home early, changed his clothes, unhooked the rope from an extension ladder, stepped on a folding chair, and jumped.

			This was a memory buried somewhere on the distant fringe of his consciousness. Now the acid exhumed it, heightening every detail. Time collapsed and suddenly he was reliving every moment in vivid, excruciating slow motion. Now the rope was in his hands and he was stepping off the folding chair, it was his neck snapping, with arms and legs flailing. Millie’s terror at the sight was his terror and it was all shot through with his own accumulated and, until now, unaccessed sadness and guilt. The sadness, the grieving despair, was of having felt invisible, alone and ignored for as long as he could remember. The guilt arose from an inescapable knowing that his father must have felt the same way, despite the coddling, and that he had done nothing to reach out and rescue him.

			These insights came blazing home with a neon intensity that blew away any pretense of self-control. He began crying as never before, a crying that became a howl that seemed to embody the desperate suffering of countless souls. The sound brought students running, quickly overflowing the room. Andy could find no boundary between him and the howling and could not stop it. The touch of those wanting to comfort him felt like meat hooks pulling him apart. He bolted from the room. Someone called campus security but he was gone by the time they arrived. Immediate efforts to locate him were unsuccessful.

			The next morning two police officers found him sitting in the middle of the football field, half frozen and muttering incoherently about being on the moon. Rather than go with them Andy started erratically jumping up and down.

			“Come on, try it! There’s no gravity, you can go really high. I’ve been doing it all night.”

			When he wouldn’t stop one of them bear-hugged him, while the other grabbed his feet. They carried him, still struggling, to a squad car and then to the psychiatric ward of the local hospital. After two days, he was transferred to the state mental hospital near his home. Linda from Colorado packed up his personal stuff, especially the cameras, and the school forwarded them home.

			His mother, Millie, a petite wiry woman, and his older brother, Larry, were there when Andy arrived at Bldg. L4 of the Acute Services Unit at Central State Psychiatric Hospital. Heavily sedated, he hardly said a word to them. He slept for most of the next three days. Millie had come back at some point to drop off clothes and the package from Linda. When Andy finally got around to opening it there was a note inside attached to one of his cameras. Linda was going to Berkeley, loved him and wished him well.

			At the end of his first full week, Andy and Mille sat in an office just off the crowded lobby of L4. A psychiatrist, Dr. Gable, a woman with salt-and-pepper hair and crooked bangs, was explaining that he had a manic-depressive mood disorder.

			“You are susceptible to having very high highs and very low lows. We don’t always know what triggers them; they can come on slowly or in a rush. I’ve started you on Lithium and Depakote. They should level your mood and keep your thinking clear.”

			Andy listened but didn’t believe her. In addition to feeling better, he had almost no recollection of the events that got him hospitalized. As for the drugs she mentioned, he was just feeling free of whatever they had initially shot him up with and was not eager to try something new. But he had no opinion here; he smiled and tried to look appreciative.

			“These are medications you’ll have to be on for the foreseeable future,” she continued, looking also at Millie to drive the point home.

			“How long will I be here?” Andy interjected, fidgeting with a camera in his lap.

			“Most likely, not long,” Dr. Gable replied, “but you only just got here so let’s not worry about that now. It will take time to regulate your dosage levels. When you leave, staying on the medication is essential. You’re only twenty. If you stay on the meds and follow up as an outpatient, you’ll do fine. Is there a family history of psychiatric illness?” she asked Millie.

			“No, none that I know of.” 

			“What about on your husband’s side?”

			“No, not there either, but my husband did commit suicide.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that. When did it happen?”

			“Almost three years ago.”

			“Was he depressed?”

			“Oh no. It was a complete surprise. He…”

			“Is it alright if I take your picture?” Andy blurted out, holding up his Minolta SLR.

			Dr. Gable looked up, half-smiling. “I see from the ward notes that you’ve been doing a lot of picture taking here.”

			“It’s a hobby. Is it okay?”

			“Not right now. There’s a line of patients waiting to see me.”

			“Okay, no problem. Another time.”

			She turned back to Mille. “I’m sorry for your loss,” then stood up, signaling their time together was over. An aide, Ben, who had escorted Andy and Millie to the office, also got up.

			“It’s just about lunchtime so we have to get back upstairs.”

			Out in the lobby Larry was waiting, looking annoyed. He resented the imposition his brother’s illness was causing, especially his having to drive Millie back and forth to the hospital. Larry was a creature of habit. Andy was the opposite, and this difference fed a persistent friction between them.

			Andy hugged his mother as she dabbed at tears. Then Larry, after halfheartedly greeting Andy, escorted her out. Watching them leave Andy fought against the guilt rising in him. He didn’t care about Larry and his shitty attitude. Larry was always feeling put out about something. But it hurt him to see his mother look so upset. She still struggled with being a widow and he hated adding to her pain. To feel better, he reminded himself that he didn’t choose to end up in a psych ward, and he’d be out soon anyway.

			He asked Ben, “Can I have a smoke before we go up?”

			“Up to you. You may miss out on whatever it is they’re serving today.”

			“Yeah, I don’t care about that.”

			Ben was a black man, about sixty, a Central State old-timer with an easy manner. He had spent a lot of time with Andy over the last week.

			“What’s this thing you have with taking pictures?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You thought that was a good idea, asking her in the middle of the interview, to take her picture?”

			“Who said it was an interview?”

			“What would you call it?”

			“I’m not sure, but not an interview.”

			“What I call it, is messed up,” Ben snorted. “That’s weird, man, when she’s talking about your meds, you want to take her picture!”

			“Why not? People like having their picture taken.”

			“Says who? You took some kind of survey that proves that?”

			“No. They like having their picture taken because it makes them feel special.” 

			Ben thought about this for a minute, watching Andy watching all the comings and goings in the busy lobby.

			“Maybe that’s part of the problem, everybody wanting to be special instead of just being who they are. And what if instead of feeling special, it feels like you’re being a pain in the ass, always nagging everybody about taking their picture. Maybe you should think about that,” Ben said, resting his case.

			“Okay. I’ll think about it, but you know...I still don’t have your picture,” Andy joked.

			Ben chuckled, “Yeah, good luck with that.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			“Christ, not now,” Jay muttered to himself. No matter how much he gunned the engine, the Volkswagen refused to budge. It had just begun snowing when he parked at 7 a.m. It continued all day, turning the VW into a small igloo. Leaning against it, he slowly inhaled the crisp, cold air as a detoxing exercise. It was six weeks after Andy’s admission to L4 and Jay Conti had just finished his first day as a social worker in the Adult Services Unit. All day long, on the wards above a spotless lobby, he was forced to breathe the stench of cooped up craziness; a combination of old sweat, piss, cigarette smoke and body odor, ripened by the endless heat that rose from large, steel radiators day and night. He was told some patients urinated on the radiators, fouling the air, in retaliation for the poison they were made to swallow with each “medication!” call. The odor was especially intense during meal times. In the corridor, just outside the dining room, while sixty to seventy patients filed out, the same number lined the walls waiting to take their place. The noise, close quarters, and nauseating food smell left him with a near migraine headache. The thought of having to shovel out the Bug made him more sick.

			 

			He was parked in front of the Adult Unit, a five-story brick building situated, with three others, around a large circular parking area. The day before, in Administration, he was given an ID badge and a large skeleton passkey. The key was precious because all the wards in Adult Services were locked, and without a passkey you could go nowhere in any of the buildings. He was also given a cursory history of the hospital and a rundown, by an uptight female nurse, of essential rules and regulations.

			Before deciding to work there, Jay had done his own reading on CS’s history. Central State, about an hour from Manhattan, was started at the turn of the century as a place where overwrought New York City residents were sent for emotional rehabilitation. While breathing clean, fresh, country air, patients grew their own food, sewed their own clothes and made furniture and other household goods. Decades later “CS” grew to be the largest state mental hospital in the country, housing over ten thousand patients. It had its own firehouse, railroad station, and golf course. And, like a feudal estate, there was a clear hierarchy: doctors golfed while patients caddied. As progress brought the introduction of shock therapy and the use of new, powerful, (and not well understood) medications, large institutions like CS became warehouses of neglected bodies, broken minds, and suffering souls.

			Currently, CS was a house divided. The L Group was “new” in its philosophy and outlook: treatment was short term and focused on a quick return to the community. The Adult Unit was firmly fixed in the past. Jay’s assignment there was arbitrary and disappointing. He vowed to make the most of it, and take the first opportunity to transfer to the “other side.” It was a minor issue considering that social work, as a career, had also not been his first choice. In college, he entertained a dream of medical school, but it was never a real possibility. He liked to party and the girls liked his good looks; his grades reflected both. After graduating he spent two years working here and there before settling on a master’s degree in social work. It was the quickest path to a professional license allowing him to work one-on-one with patients. After listening to a recording of his first therapy session, his clinical supervisor and dean of the program sat back and proclaimed, “You’re a natural.” After passing his state licensing exam he was hired by CS. He was twenty-six.

			Back in the Bug he closed his eyes, weighing his options. A knock on the window startled him.

			“You stuck? Want a push? I’ll get you out. I’m Andy, Andy Koops. When in Paris call collect!”

			“What?” Jay said.

			“You work here?” Andy continued.

			“Yeah.”

			“Where?”

			“Right here, Adult Unit.” 

			“I’m right next door in L4, right there (pointing over his shoulder), come and see me sometime. Andy, Andy Koops. I’ll get you out, just wait, I’ll be right back.”

			Before Jay could say anything, Andy was bounding across the parking area. Slightly built, with waspy features, his wildly dancing eyes matched his manicky demeanor. A camera hung from around his neck. Within minutes he was coming out of L4, calling back to another patient following behind.

			“Come on, Nicholas...he’s over here.” Nicholas was a very big man wearing a much too small black peacoat, whose sleeves left about five inches of meaty red wrists showing. The oversized flaps on his fur hat bounced up and down with every step. Jay figured him to be about forty, Greek or Italian, with a large round face and huge black eyes. As manic as Andy seemed, Nicholas was beyond in the other direction, dull, blunted, and smiling in an odd, fixed way.

			“This is Nicholas,” Andy said, “what’s your name?”

			“Jay.”

			Nicholas was sipping from a large Styrofoam cup. After each sip, he smiled and smacked his lips loudly.

			“You going home?” Andy asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Take me with you.”

			Surprised, Jay started to mutter something but Andy stopped him.

			“Just kidding. Stand together, I’ll take your picture.”

			“What?” 

			“Just move over a little, by the hood,” Andy continued. Jay and Nicholas leaned ever so slightly together. “That’s it, good...got it. Okay, Nicholas, come over here with me, we have to push this car.”

			Suddenly Nicholas stopped smiling and took a small step backward. So used to obeying a narrow range of directions from ward aides, this request seemed foreign. Fear was his expression now and Jay watched Andy go to work on it.

			“It’s okay, Nicholas, there’s nobody here. It’s okay, I’m going to do it with you, don’t worry, come here.”

			Nicholas reluctantly complied. Andy gently took the cup from his hands and stuck it on a snow pile.

			“Get in,” he said to Jay. With a little gas and a hefty push from Nicholas the Bug popped free.

			“Thanks a lot,” Jay said getting out. He shook Andy’s hand but Nicholas was retrieving his cup. 

			“Yeah sure, any time.” A young woman coming out of L4 caught his attention.

			“Hey Barbara, wait up,” he shouted, moving in her direction. Turning back to Jay he added, “Don’t forget to come and see me. Andy, Andy Koops, when in Paris, call collect!”

			“I will,” Jay said, still a little bewildered by the whirlwind Andy created.

			Meanwhile, Nicholas was standing there smiling at Jay as if waiting for some sort of command. Jay smiled back. Then slowly, Nicholas turned and began plodding back through the deep snow. After a few steps he stopped, sipped, and continued. 

			Relieved he didn’t have to shovel himself out, Jay was uplifted by the unexpected help. His head felt better. A full moon was out, lighting up the entire area. Nearby pine trees, all sagging under the heavy accumulation, glowed softly. With no wind, it was peacefully quiet. Suddenly, Nicholas began singing in a loud, off-key voice that echoed throughout the stillness.

			 

			“Oh Donna, oh Donna

			I had a girl, Donna was her name

			Since she left me

			I’ve never been the same.”

			 

			* * *

			 

			A week later Jay went to L4 to visit Andy. “Koops?” the ward aide repeated, “Hey, Ben, did Koops leave?”

			“Yeah, he’s gone, left day before yesterday,” Ben said, walking toward them. “Coming back to the clinic in two weeks.” Reading Jay’s expression, he continued, “You look disappointed.” 

			“I didn’t think he’d leave so soon.”

			“Well, that’s the drill these days, in and out. Nice kid, taking everybody’s picture all the time. Claims he’s a professional photographer. Who knows, maybe he is.”

			“When in Paris, call collect!” the first aide, mopping nearby, chuckled.

			“Andy says that all the time,” Ben explained.

			“Yeah, I know,” Jay replied.

			“Says he owns a horse in Costa Rica,” Ben continued. “He’s been to some faraway places and tells some wild tales. Never a dull moment when Andy’s around.” He paused for a moment, looking at Jay’s ID tag. “You new here?”

			“Yeah, Jay Conti, Social Work.” 

			“Ben Twiney, glad to meet you.” They shook hands. “What building you in?”

			“Adult Services for now; I’m hoping that changes. Why was he here, what got him admitted?”

			“Had some kind of breakdown in college. Father killed himself. Family seemed fairly well-to-do, Andy traveling all over, taking flying lessons, stuff like that. You could call medical records and get his chart. But don’t worry; he’ll be back.”

			“What makes you say that?”

			“Andy’s just one of those people got too much life in him, that’s all.”

			They shook hands and Jay left, thinking Ben was right about Andy being full of life, but why was he so sure that meant he’d end up back in the hospital? Jay pondered this until he remembered, back at the Adult Unit, there were scores of patients needing his attention.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			The line between happiness and despair is fine and fickle. This truth came painfully home to ten-year-old Enzo Gambelli. He was skipping along with his sister when the milk bottle left his outstretched hand, soared like a missile, and shattered on the cobblestone road. How this could have happened? Hadn’t he twisted the top of the bag into a strong, rope-like handle, the same handle he was still holding. Then he realized that in summer heat condensation had wet and weakened the bottom of the bag, launching the bottle to its doom. A guilty shame consumed him, and along with it came a thick helping of fear.

			It was 1938, in Nocera, one of the dirt-poor towns that dotted interior Italy between Rome and Naples. His father, a road worker, earthy and muscular, ate dinner in a sleeveless T-shirt. Sometimes, to amuse Enzo and his younger sister Marie, he would flex his biceps, one after the other. Mostly, he was temperamental and prone to unpredictable rages. Although sweet by nature, Enzo’s mother was miserably unhappy, having left her family in the north for a marriage she regretted. Between this and her long hours working in a local bakery, she had little to offer him. To Enzo, his parents were like passing shadows moving through the large, old house owned by his paternal grandmother, Signora Gambelli. She ruled the family and his life in particular. Widowed twice, angry and embittered, she passed her days between Mass and guarding the house, a black-garbed sentry ensuring that Enzo and Marie stayed out of trouble.

			Maintaining respectability was crucial. While struggling to feed their families, poor townspeople had to scrupulously guard against any impropriety, any sign of disaffection with the status quo. Mussolini’s fascist regime demanded the glorification of all things Roman. It extolled a robust, resurgent Italy, united by Italian strength and courage. Living up to this nationalistic ideal turned small towns and neighborhoods into whirlpools of conspiracy and paranoia. The weak and corrupt were seen as impediments to progress, parasites who made things difficult for those who embraced the new vision.

			 

			Signora Gambelli was determined that none of hers would tarnish Italy’s new image. Like Mussolini, she had contempt for the weak and praise for the strong and mighty. For Enzo, a periodic bedwetter, she had scorn and a ready wooden spoon. After a beating, she would make him stand, draped in the wet sheets, for hours in the courtyard. When his sister asked why he was crying the old woman snarled, “Because he has no backbone.”

			Now he stood in the road, crying again, and watching as a stray dog lapped up the spilled milk. Filled with fear and shame he contemplated having to face his Mussolini, to report that the one task she entrusted to him had ended in disaster. Imagining the encounter was too much to bear. He couldn’t do it. Instead, he avoided her station at the front of the house by cutting through a neighbor’s yard. Once in his own backyard, he looked around for a hiding place. Next to an old, unused outhouse was the family’s small chicken coop, home to about eight or ten hens. While not particularly fond of the chickens (they seem to fly at him when he least expected it), he slipped into the coop unnoticed and cried himself to sleep.

			Sometime later he was awakened by the anxious clucking of the chickens, who had all come in for the night, and sensed something foreign in their presence. It was pitch black in the coop so he couldn’t actually see the hens, but he could feel them fluttering around above him, like large bats in the night. The agitated birds gave away his hiding place and now a small search party, his father, grandmother, and sister, headed toward the coop. The door jerked open, a flashlight pointed at him.

			“Get up, come out of there. What are you, a coward?” his father yelled. The light sent the hens into a frenzy, squawking loudly; they flew around wildly, making Enzo’s exit impossible. This further enraged his father, who stepped into the coop and forcefully pulled him out.

			Immediately Enzo was illuminated by the lanterns his sister and grandmother carried. He was covered from head to toe with black and white polka dots, droppings the hens had deposited on him while he slept. He looked and smelled like a walking pile of chickenshit. His father began slapping him and his grandmother’s wooden spoon was coming in from different directions.

			“Stupid,” she yelled, “stupid coward.” He fended off the blows as best he could as laughter began drifting toward him from a group of neighbors along the backyard fence. Some had also been searching for him, and others were drawn by the unusual commotion on a quiet summer night.

			“Take those clothes off or you’ll take that shit into the house,” his father yelled. Enzo pulled off his shirt and shorts. It was only then, as the laughter grew, that he noticed his erect penis protruding like a white bandaged Pinocchio nose. His humiliation was now total and public. He stood exposed as a cowardly pile of chickenshit with a hard-on. The sight sent his grandmother into a fury and she hounded him into the house, raining down blows whenever her shaky balance would allow. 

			“Stronzo di merda” (“piece of shit”) became Enzo’s new nickname at school. The teasing and ridicule made him bitter and angry like his grandmother. The name became not merely a painful label, but an inner reference point, the image he had of himself and which shaped how he saw others and the world around him.

			The sight of Enzo’s erection was enough to convince Signora Gambelli that his immortal soul was in danger. In addition to Sunday Mass, she began dragging him to church every day. She pushed him down into a pew close by the altar. To one side was a large, almost life-sized Jesus impaled on a crucifix. Blood dripped from the thorns in his forehead and from a gaping wound in his side.

			“See,” she hissed, “how brave and strong he is? For you, he suffered. Don’t be weak, Enzo, like your mother, be strong, look, look,” she said, grabbing his face with her cracked, calloused hands and lifting it toward the statue.

			Every day brought the same admonition; soon he couldn’t take his eyes off the tortured savior. But what galvanized his attention wasn’t Jesus’s soulful expression or some budding empathy for his suffering; it was the gaping wound that captivated Enzo. It revealed a bloody, red interior that screamed of pain, inflicted brutally and deliberately. It vividly portrayed the suffering he wished he could inflict on her. And while she was pleased he could stare so intently at her Lord and Master, it was her he saw impaled up there, while he plunged and twisted an imaginary spear deep into her bony rib cage.

			His daily presence came to the attention of Father Tommaso, the resident priest. He was revered by the villagers and especially by the twice-widowed Signora. Her grief had been assuaged by his comforting counsel, which in turn was fueled by the monthly tithe she bestowed on him and the church, Our Lady of Sacred Martyrs. Father Tommaso inquired about the boy and Signora Gambelli shared her concerns that he was ripe for the Devil.

			“We need another altar boy,” the tall, thin, fiftyish cleric said. “We have only one now, and two is ideal. Being here on the altar, helping to deliver God’s message, might solidify his faith. Young colts like him need a firm hand.”

			And so it was done. Enzo became an altar boy. Three afternoons each week he reported to the rectory to learn the ritual of the Mass. He also did general cleaning and washed and ironed Father Tommaso’s vestments. The priest wasn’t always present, but whenever Enzo did see him he smelled of wine. Also at the rectory was Lino Renzi, a sullen fourteen-year-old who had been helping with Mass for the last three years. Lino was afflicted with “lazy eye,” a condition that caused his left eye to turn inward rather than move uniformly with its companion. He wore thick glasses to help correct this malady, but they magnified both eyes and accentuated his unfortunate appearance.

			Lino bullied Enzo from the outset, bossing him around and making sure he did most of the work. When Enzo complained, Lino grabbed his wrist and pushed his fingers back until he cried. As soon as Lino got Enzo working on some chore, he retreated to the bathroom and masturbated to magazines stolen from his father’s pornography stash. At these times, he left the door open, making sure Enzo could see him pounding away. Enzo feigned disinterest, but was secretly delighted when Lino threw the magazine at him.

			“Here, take it home and practice.”

			Soon they were masturbating together, due partly to Lino’s intimidation and Enzo’s sexual curiosity. This joint activity lasted long enough to create a false camaraderie, which Lino then exploited by forcing Enzo to service him orally. Enzo resisted but he was no match for Lino, who punched him in the stomach. Gasping for air he sank to the floor, wedged between the toilet and the wall. Lino pulled him onto the toilet.

			“Lick it, you little turd.” 

			Enzo cried that he would tell Father Tommaso.

			“Go ahead, get yourself in more trouble,” Lino snapped. “What do you think you’re here for? Lick it or you’ll be sorry,” he threatened, raising his fist.

			Enzo did enough to please him and avoid a beating. He told no one about this. Any hope that Father Tommaso would rescue him seemed futile. The cleric appeared oblivious to any tension between his two helpers. Occasionally, Lino would leave Enzo working downstairs, while he went up to the private living quarters. He would come down after a while, followed by Father Tommaso, wearing only a robe. Most recently when this happened, the priest set out a delicious tray of marzipan candies for Lino, who shot Enzo a look of smug superiority. Enzo stood by enviously, but sharing wasn’t on Lino’s agenda. Unexpectedly, Father Tommaso moved in and took three pieces from Lino’s plate.

			“We must all share together, our pleasures and pains,” he said, giving the candies to Enzo and rubbing his shoulder. This small sign of affection, the first from the usually distant cleric, triggered waves of gratitude inside Enzo.

			The week before Palm Sunday and Easter was particularly hectic for the church. There were bundles of palm fronds to separate as gifts for parishioners. The church itself had to be cleaned, brass polished, novena candles replaced, and special holiday vestments prepared. Given the extra workload both Lino and Enzo got permission to sleep over at the rectory. Lino used the opportunity to ply Enzo with wine. Father Tommaso joined them, and as the alcohol took hold, they laughed and joked together. It was rare for Enzo to see the priest being so casual and he felt happy to be included. Perhaps Lino would no longer have these good times to himself. As the evening wore on Father Tommaso, staggering slightly, announced he was going up to bathe. Lino followed him up, but then came down, saying curtly, “He wants you.”

			Enzo, feeling tipsy for the first time, carefully groped his way up the dimly lit stairs to find the priest soaking, surrounded by candles and incense. He appeared to be sleeping, so Enzo stood awkwardly, not quite knowing what to do. Suddenly Father Tommaso roused himself, sat up and stepped carefully out of the tub. The sight of the naked priest startled Enzo. “Towel,” the priest said, pointing to one on a nearby chair. He partially dried his upper torso and then slipped into a thin dressing gown. He sat down on the bed, handing the towel to Enzo, asking him to dry his feet. Enzo crouched between his knees, drying one foot and then the other. The dressing gown was completely open; embarrassed, Enzo kept his eyes down. Then the priest whispered his name. Reluctantly, Enzo looked up and saw Tommaso massaging his limp member.

			“Enzo,” the priest said softly, “show me what Lino has taught you.”

			Suddenly, Enzo knew what Lino meant when he said “what do you think you’re here for?” Already dizzy from the wine this realization and the image of the masturbating priest shocked and frightened him. He crouched down at the foot of the bed, wishing he was back with his brutal grandmother. Seeing his reaction, Tommaso guided him onto the bed, stroking his head and shoulders, patiently reassuring and calming him. Slowly Tommaso’s kind words eased his reluctance, submerging it under his need for acceptance and desire for parity with Lino. He wanted the priest to like him and needed Lino to respect him. He clung to the old cleric, waiting for a wine-induced sleep to carry him away. Just before it did, he saw Lino come in, undress, and slide next to Tommaso.

			Through that night, and the ones that followed, their hands and mouths explored him in a week-long grooming which ended with each of them taking turns sodomizing him. Mornings he woke up hungover and in pain. Father Tommaso stayed with him, helping him bathe and dress and then made a wonderful breakfast. Lino poured coffee and they ate, discussing the work still to be done.

			Their little circle stayed intact until Lino left for the University in Milan. After the first term, he took time off to have corrective eye surgery. His appearance improved and he traded his extra thick glasses for a slim, stylish pair. He wrote to Enzo now and then and their relationship continued whenever time and circumstance permitted.

			With Lino gone, Enzo was alone and full of self-loathing. He wondered if, somehow, he projected this abysmal self-image outward. How else to explain his wholesale rejection by peers? During his late teens, his erotic fantasies became centered around a view of himself as weak and undesirable. At University he was a loner, drawn to S&M clubs, where he paid prostitutes to blindfold him, tie his wrists above his head, and strap his ankles together. Then, and only then, could he manage an erection, which those serving him squat upon. No words passed between them, and after ejaculation and his wrists were freed, they were dismissed. He undid the blindfold and ankle straps himself.

			He came to see the world as a series of soulless interactions to be manipulated and controlled for his perverted interest and pleasure. He knew little about genuine kindness and caring. They played almost no role in his childhood and he mistrusted the vulnerability such emotions required. The only kindness he knew had a motive, a hook, attached to it. Others might fool themselves that investing in altruistic feelings yielded some benefit, in this life or another yet to come. He preferred the power and clarity that came with cunning and control.

			At first glance his choice of medicine as a career might seem contrary to these beliefs. But it was more a default position than a deliberate choice. He abhorred business and banking. Law was never an option. The Italian legal system was nothing more than a facade to disguise the corrupt dealings of indolent slackers from well-connected families. As for literature and the arts, they were for misguided fools who saw life as a vehicle for lofty ideals and creative musings. They deserved the cruel fate which so often befalls those who pursue such ill-conceived endeavors. Medicine gave him both security and control, and easy access to a wide variety of drugs. Numbing himself was almost a daily ritual. His aversion to physical contact led him away from any specialty requiring hands-on care. A consuming preoccupation with his own morbid thoughts led to psychiatry. Here, from a safe distance, he could manipulate the minds and behaviors of others who, for whatever reason, innate weakness, inferior genes or poor upbringing, lacked a clear sense of duty and compliance. It was to these hapless “problems” – he hated the term “patients” – that he would direct his attention.

			After his residency at the Medical College at Bologna, he stayed on for three years working at the hospital clinic. Most evenings he spent reading at a pastry café close by the school. There he met Uma, a bakery worker like his mother. She brought him demitasse and biscotti, and he plied her with generous gratuities to initiate smiles and conversation. Movies, Sunday afternoon strolls, and an occasional dinner followed. Make no mistake, this was not an affiliation sought out from tender motives. It was a calculated curiosity designed to uncover just how much (or little) close contact, how much intimacy with another human being, he could tolerate.

			Originally from Norway, Uma had backpacked around Europe until she ran out of money in Bologna and never left. Her full throttle embrace of sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll so infuriated her father, an evangelical Lutheran minister, that he banished her from the house. Letters from her subservient, long-suffering mother were her only link back. To make matters worse, an out-of-control Vespa sent her airborne, fracturing her hip in three different places. The required surgery – her father sent money and her mother but did not lift the ban – left her with a shortened left leg and an awkward gait. To compensate she wore an orthopedic shoe; it helped, but there was no mistaking her limp. The handicap compromised her mobility and she gained twenty-five pounds. Never a real beauty, the extra bulk made her appear older and frumpy.

			Enzo seemed to overlook these physical deficits, or perhaps more accurately, considered them carefully, in his deliberate pursuit of her attention. And truth be told, he was himself none too pleasing. He also carried an extra twenty pounds of belly fat above his thin, spindly legs. His chubby face was accented with porky pig lips and nose.

			Uma was delighted to receive his advances and soon they were living together. She cooked and cleaned, accepting his meager offerings of affection. Like her sexual predecessors, she also learned to squat over him, bad leg and all. The former tenant, a weightlifter, had left behind his exercise bench. Enzo positioned it in the corner of the bedroom, between the window and a chest of drawers. By extending her arms, Uma could hold onto the drapes and the chest for support as she bucked her way to orgasmic bliss.

			Soon her desire to please him, and her own lusty urges, had her initiating sex more often than he liked. While he enjoyed his own constricted, anemic climax, he felt contempt for hers, the way she cried out and the caresses she sought at its conclusion. He got through these moments by insisting she face away from him, so he could avoid seeing her pleasure and hide his lack of caring.

			Drugs were always a part of these couplings. Uma had a longstanding habit of smoking pot in the evenings to ease her baseline anxiety. Marijuana made Enzo paranoid so he took Quaaludes to cope with work pressures and the myriad other things he hated about the world. He once convinced her to try his pills, but on top of the grass they made her practically unconscious. She woke in the morning feeling like they had sex, but with no memory of it. She thereafter, to Enzo’s annoyance, refused any pills.

			As they approached eight months of living together, a clear distance had opened between them. Enzo stayed out late, and even though Uma kept his dinner warm, he barely picked at it. She tried to make conversation, but it was one-sided. He didn’t ignore her, but his answers, short and impersonal, amounted to the same thing. Sex also became a problem. His interest waned dramatically, and when she made tentative approaches he attacked. “Why don’t you trust me and my feelings? Why not let me start something once in a while? Does it always have to be on your terms? Did you ever think how it makes me feel when you pressure me this way?” Uma learned that any response would further anger him and said nothing.

			One Saturday, Uma went across town to the orthopedic specialist who prepared her shoes. When coming out of his shop she saw Enzo and a young man, he looked about twenty, walking into a bookstore across the street. She waited, and when they came out and began walking down the street, the man put his arm around Enzo’s waist, leaning into him. They walked this way until turning out of sight.

			She felt the panic attack coming on, but still couldn’t blunt its effect. Hyperventilating, and fighting back sobs, she collapsed on a nearby stoop. Between passersby she allowed herself a deep, silent cry. Now, the distance she had felt from him made sense. The image of them walking arm in arm blazed in her head. Did this mean their entire time together was fake? No, it didn’t seem possible. But what now? What did this mean? Was their relationship over? She didn’t want that. She wanted to understand what was going on and fix it. They weren’t supposed to meet until eight, for dinner, because after her appointment she was having a shopping afternoon with a friend. Enzo said he wanted to sleep in, then go to his office to catch up on notes which had to get done. She checked her watch; it was just after noon. She began walking back to the apartment. It was a long walk, but she needed time to think and settle down.

			At about 1:30 she opened the apartment door. Music came from the bedroom, mixed with the grunting noises Enzo made while exercising. She pushed on the door. Enzo was standing, naked, behind his companion, who was bent over on the bed. He appeared lifeless, eyes rolled back, his tongue protruding slightly from a slack jaw. She knew instantly it was the pills. With every thrust from Enzo, his limp body bounced like a rag doll. So lost in the act, Enzo never heard her come in. Her gasp broke his trance. He turned with a look of surprised hatred. 

			“Get out!” he screamed, “get out, you spying bitch!”

			For the next two nights she stayed with her girlfriend. Then Enzo got a note saying she was going home for a visit and they would sort everything out when she returned. Apparently, dating a doctor was enough for her father to recant and lift the ban. She called just before leaving. They were polite. Enzo agreed the trip was a good thing. Four days after she left, he moved out. He paid the next month’s rent, but left no forwarding address. Uma had no way of knowing that he had, two months earlier, made plans of his own. He was on his way to America to be a staff psychiatrist in the Adult Services Unit at Central State Hospital.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			December 1970

			“Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee, someday you guys’ll paint as good as me,” Andy rhymed as his roller laid down the final ribbon of semi-gloss on the large, living room wall.

			“Done! Lawdy, lawdy, ain’t that a thing of beauty!”

			 Since his discharge three years earlier, even though he stopped taking his medication, Andy was managing to bump along without another manic episode. Initially, he took some classes toward finishing his degree, but gradually lost interest. His mother was unhappy with this but couldn’t do much about it. She was afraid any pressure on Andy might trigger a relapse.

			Her fears were well-founded. The pull towards a beckoning euphoria was always there; what changed was Andy’s willingness to push back against it. There were times when he felt himself tilting toward a manic unreality, but so far, he managed to pull himself back. Sometimes these seductive feelings subsided by themselves, other times they were held in check by smoking marijuana. How long these self-adjustments would continue to work was anybody’s guess.

			“It’s just a wall, for Christ’s sake, try doing some of this trimwork and see how fast you are,” a fellow painter snapped.

			“No way, not for me, I’m a big spaces guy, the bigger the better. And I am the Greatest.”

			“You still going to that fight tonight?”

			“Hell yes! I’m training it into Queens, meeting my friend Charlie and going in from there. I’m gonna get a great picture of Ali and sell it to the Daily News.”

			“Don’t they have their own photographers?”

			“Sure they do,” Andy said, packing up his gear. “But nobody’ll get a better picture than mine.”

			 “Well, you’re always talking about him, you should at least take his goddamn picture.”

			It was true; Andy’s fascination with Muhammad Ali had no limits. There wasn’t much about the Champ he didn’t know. From the Olympic gold medal and his early bouts, to his refusal to fight in Vietnam and his court-imposed exile, Andy had inhaled it all. And now he was savoring Ali’s triumphant return, living every moment as if he were Ali. In fact, at a very core level, Ali and Andy were very much alike. They were both plugged into a unique emotional current, a shared lightness of Being, fueled by a carefree innocence and an unfailing belief in their talents and abilities.

			In Ali this current was fully realized, sparkling as an irrepressible spirit both in and outside the ring. For Andy, things were more complicated; inside him the current was blocked, percolating as a volatile force of ill-defined goals and frustrated desires. His passion was photography, but so far he hadn’t found a way to fully express it. And yet, the frustration propelled him optimistically forward, seemingly immune to disappointment and defeat. In Ali, Andy saw his own best possibilities realized, and the example never failed to inspire him. Just talking about going to the fight left him crackling with excitement, the same excitement he struggled to keep within normal bounds.

			“Okay guys, I’m outta here, see you mañana.”

			He had three stops to make before getting on the train to Queens. First was getting paid. His boss, George, was a third-generation East End farmer who transitioned from growing potatoes to real estate at just the right time. His construction company built high-end homes and Andy was one of his most reliable employees. Next to photography, Andy loved to fly and George owned a Cessna 130, nicknamed Lucy. Whenever George took her up, Andy was an eager passenger. They exchanged small talk, with George letting Andy know this Sunday, the day they typically flew, was out because of his grandson’s birthday.

			At the elementary school where his girlfriend Amy taught, he left a note inside her car, “Going to the fight as planned. See you tomorrow. Love, Andy.” His last stop was home. After his father’s suicide, his mother sold their large Oyster Bay home. They moved to the Southampton bungalow originally owned by Millie’s mother and where the family spent their summers. Millie said she couldn’t handle the Oyster Bay upkeep, but Andy knew it was more about the memories. He just wasn’t sure what those memories consisted of. He never saw his parents fight, but he never saw them do much of anything else. They lived in polite accommodation to each other’s habits. Their scripted deadness was a big reason Andy was hardly ever home. Their marriage was mostly a buffer against loneliness and now, for Mille, that buffer was gone. The move to Southampton was difficult. Many of her friends didn’t visit because they saw eastern Long Island as far beyond their driving comfort zone. Eventually, at a local church, she met one or two women who regularly initiated luncheons and that seemed to sustain her. These women, and others in the church circle, were strict teetotalers and her drinking went way down. More worrisome was a recent diagnosis of emphysema, which necessitated a pitched battle with her cigarette addiction. The effort exhausted her, and she spent most days napping and watching her programs.

			“Ma, did you have anything to eat today?” Andy asked.

			“I was going to make some lunch but just didn’t have the energy.”

			“Ma, you can’t go all day without eating. It’s not good for you.”

			“I know, I know. I don’t have the same energy anymore. Everything feels like an effort, even eating. What’s the point?”

			“The point is you’ve got to eat right and get some exercise every day.”

			“You’re home early.”

			“Yeah, I’m going to the fight I told you about. Remember, I told you I was gonna meet Charlie and go to the city?”

			“Yes, yes, the boxing thing with Charlie, I do remember.”

			“Right, I’m going to the fight because of Ali. I told you, I’m going to take his picture.”

			“Yes, yes. Be careful.”

			In the kitchen Andy realized cooking anything would have meant cleaning up the mess Larry left earlier that morning. Despite having a forty-five-minute commute, Larry left the house after Andy. The kitchen mess was predictable. Larry lived in the house as though he were its only resident. He went about with an air of superiority. The way he saw it Andy’s house painting was trivial compared to the decisions he made as a bank loan officer. Andy knew there was some truth in the observation; it was the way Larry always sought to make a point of it that he couldn’t stand. He cleaned up, put together two grilled cheese sandwiches, and carried them into the living room, where his mother was watching “Days of Our Lives.” They ate at snack tables in front of the TV. As he was leaving, he met Larry in the driveway.

			“Mom didn’t make herself lunch because of the mess in the kitchen. Can’t you clean up before you leave?”

			“Oh yeah, I’m sure that’s why she didn’t eat lunch,” Larry snapped.

			“What’s the big deal, just clean up before you leave. It takes two minutes,” Andy insisted.

			“Don’t lecture me.”

			“It’s not about you, it’s about Mom.”

			“Oh, look who’s talking. You’re the mental case she worries about, not me.”

			“Forget it,” Andy said, walking away. He didn’t understand why Larry seemed to enjoy making him feel guilty. Growing up, Larry was always the favorite but it was never enough. He always seemed annoyed and resentful about one thing or another. Andy wondered if it would always be this way.

			At the Jamaica station, Charlie Logan was waiting on the platform. They had been friends since elementary school and were proxy members of each other’s family. Charlie was a burly Irishman who would one day take over his father’s moving and storage company. Years of schlepping other people’s stuff around left him with a low tolerance for bullshit. He didn’t take crap from anyone, except Andy, who he saw as a whimsical leprechaun needing protection. He loved old Harleys, cold beer, and uncomplicated pussy.

			“You look bummed,” he said.

			“Just more aggravation with Larry.”

			“What else is new? You should be used to it by now ’cause that ain’t changing.”

			“Why not?” 

			“’Cause you can’t fix stupid!”

			“Come on, Larry’s not stupid.”

			“Yeah, he’s not stupid, but if there was ever anyone born a dick, it’s your brother. And that’s not changing. He’s just a big, sanctimonious asshole,” Charlie asserted.

			“Well, he winds up being a pain in my ass!”

			“And who has control over that?” 

			“I do,” Andy conceded.

			“That’s right, brother, so let it go.” 

			The Garden was packed for Ali’s second comeback fight. His Vietnam refusal seemed to make him more popular than ever. Hawkers, hookers, lots of cops, uptown suits, and downtown hipsters were all pulled together by the vortex Ali created. The ringside crowd pulsed with a rhythm all its own, expanding and contracting as people came and went. For now, Andy was content to stay back on the fringe, waiting and watching. Charlie busied himself talking to a blonde hooker who caught his eye on the way in. Every time Charlie whispered in her ear she burst out laughing.

			“She says she’ll do us both for fifty bucks.”

			“Not interested,” Andy shouted back.

			“Why not?” Charlie implored.

			“Be ready to move when I do.”

			“What?”

			“Be ready to move when I do; we’ve got to get closer to get a good shot.”

			“Okay, but what about getting laid afterwards?”

			“You go for it, I’m gonna be busy.” 

			Ali and his opponent, Argentina’s Oscar Bonavena, were introduced. Andy watched the first few rounds, trying to sense the best time to move. Bonavena, immensely strong with a quirky, unorthodox style, was giving Ali a very difficult time. The fight was unfolding as a seesaw battle. Andy kept waiting, then, as the next to last round began, he suddenly pulled Charlie away from the hooker.

			“Follow me!” he shouted.

			Charlie complied, yelling to the hooker, “Wait here, I’ll be back.”

			Together they moved forward, threading their way through the crowded aisle. When the bell sounded for the final round they were about six rows back, crouched right behind Ali’s corner. Andy could see Bundini Brown, Ali’s close friend and handler, perched on the ring apron. He looked distraught, frantically besieging Ali, “Close the show, Champ! close the show!” Andy was also frantic. The thought of Ali losing was intolerable. A loss to this wild, marginally skilled brawler would tarnish Ali’s return. Seconds later, Ali dropped the onrushing Bonavena with a crushing left hook. Two more knockdowns quickly followed and the referee signaled it was over. Andy and Charlie, huddled in the aisle, saw it all. The crowd started going crazy; people pushing and shoving, standing on chairs and throwing newspapers up in the air. And now Ali came walking toward his corner. Andy put his hundred millimeter lens on Charlie’s head and yelled for him to hold still. Ali looked right at them, raising both hands over his head in victory. It was a great shot and Andy took it bull’s-eye perfect.
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