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For my son Thomas, who though already sixteen


still hugs me back, even in public


where it might be a little embarrassing.





From the time you were a child,


you’ve always been your own man, 


and you have no idea


how proud that makes me.
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I THINK WE GOT AWAY CLEAN





Everything would’ve been different if we hadn’t been such incredible assholes. 

“Wait up, guys!”

“Aw, Christ.” Jerry threw a glance over his shoulder. “It’s Tagalong.”

“Don’t look back,” I said. “Just walk faster. He’ll give up—or his asthma will kick in.” 

Ignoring me, Ray slowed, looking back. “I say we flatten the little creep,” he said, his hands already curled in tight fists. 

Watching Ray beat up Tagalong wasn’t my idea of a good time, but I also didn’t want to get in Ray’s way. Instead, I sped up and shouted back to him. “Remember the asthma? You’ll probably kill him—besides, what if somebody sees you? What if a grownup sees you? You really want to be known as the guy who pounded Wheezy Taglioni? He’s practically a cripple.”

“Aw, shit.” Ray dropped his fists and picked up his pace, pulling alongside of Jerry and me.

“Guys?” Now that I was listening for it, Tommy Taglioni’s voice was a little breathy. “Guys, c’mon!”

“This is all your fault,” Jerry said to Ray, who just shot him a look and said, “Ah, shut up and run for it,” before suiting action to word and legging it down the street, tennis shoes slapping the sidewalk, wide jean cuffs flapping like a duck trying to take off. He hadn’t gone a dozen steps before Jerry and I were running beside him; Ray might have been the biggest—and toughest—of us, but he was also the slowest. But even he was faster than Tommy Tagalong.

“Aw, guys, please... wait... up...”

It was already working. Short, fat, and wearing a pair of glasses with lenses as thick as my thumbs, Tagalong slowed as his trademark wheeze took over. We turned the corner from Tremont onto Fairview and I looked back and saw him standing there, big belly shaking as he sucked on the inhaler that usually rode around in his front pocket, making it look like he was really happy to see you. We ran a few more blocks before Ray dropped back to a walk. His chest was heaving, and maybe he didn’t have to stop and put his hands on his knees, but he was wheezing nearly as badly as Tagalong himself.

“I think... the little bastard... quit and went home.”

“Still your fault,” said Jerry—then he danced back, easily avoiding Ray’s fist. It had been a halfhearted swing; Ray was already out of breath, and besides, he knew Jerry was right.

We had walked to school all winter—thanks, mostly, to Ray leaving his bike in the driveway for his father to back the car over—through cold, snow, and ice, and in the spring, the trip, and hanging out with the guys first thing in the morning, was actually pretty cool... I mean, if you forgot about school being at the end of it. We never even thought of trying to beg a ride... at least, not until Mrs. Taglioni pulled up beside us in her brand new 1974 Buick LeSabre convertible. It was a thing of beauty, all decked out in showroom-shiny white walls and a chrome smile two yards wide, the rumble under the rich red hood enough to make the hair on the back of my neck stand up. It was May, and the morning had been warm, and she’d had the top down, the big lump of Wheezy grinning at us from the passenger’s seat through his ever-present glasses.

“You boys need a ride?” she’d said, and before Jerry or I could say a word, Ray stepped forward and practically shouted, “Yes, ma’am!” Ray had always been a car guy, even when we were little and just pushing our Dinkys and Matchboxes around the kitchen floor. It was like the shiny new car had hypnotized him, and we’d just followed along as he climbed into the backseat, touching everything he could reach and gazing with longing at everything he couldn’t.

That was the day Wheezy Taglioni decided he was going to be one of us. We’d stopped accepting rides from Wheezy’s mom right away—even changed the route we took to school, so they couldn’t accidentally meet with us again—but it was too late. The damage was done. After that, Wheezy’s gasping little wait up, guys became a regular sound in our lives, like the class bells at school, or, once the seventh grade ended and summer vacation started, the jingling of the Mr. Softie truck.

Unlike Mr. Softie’s bell, though, Wheezy’s breathy little shouts always led to us running away, rather than toward him—and Wheezy would follow, chasing when we ran, and eventually showing up if he knew where we were going. That’s how, in our minds at least, Wheezy Taglioni became Tommy Tagalong—though in his meaner moments, Ray called him Tommy Fagalong. It wasn’t just that Jerry and Ray and I had grown up together, lived three in a row for as long as we could remember, and here came this kid who’d moved to the street just a couple of years earlier, a kid who couldn’t run or play or anything, who thought he could just slip into our lives like he’d been here all along, but Tommy just wouldn’t take no for an answer. The more we refused, the more he insisted—but the faster he followed, the farther we ran. Sometimes, lying in bed at night and thinking about stuff before I fell asleep, it would occur to me that he was kind of sad, and that as the new kid on the street we could also have called him Tommy Tagli-lonely. I never mentioned this to the guys, though; they would’ve called me a simp, or a wuss, and then left me behind to keep Tommy company for the day. 

Just the thought made me shudder.

Ray was walking faster now, breathing easier, and I turned to walk backward a few yards, checking for signs of pursuit, like they did in those crime movies Mom doesn’t like but Dad still watches with me. “I think we got away clean.” I glanced at Ray. “You gonna be okay, old man?”

Ray, really the youngest of us even though he was the biggest, put up his dukes and danced closer, imitating that boxer Muhammad Ali, who he claimed was going to be the next heavyweight champ, though Jerry and I agreed there was no way the guy would beat Foreman. “Who you callin—” he started, but I spun to face front and walked even faster.

“You want to pick up the pace, then?”‘ I said. “We do want to get there today, right?” He settled down and the three of us started marching double time. We weren’t trying to outrun Tagalong anymore, though: now we were just trying to cover the distance.

It was a two mile walk to the carnival.
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MOVE ALONG, KIDS; LET THE REAL CUSTOMERS THROUGH





It was late August, and August in Caina, Indiana, meant carnival. The name on the side of the trucks as they drove through town was DINGALING BROS FAMILY CIRCUS AND SIDESHOW, and that was what the big sign above the entry gate said, but we just called it the carnival. After a whole summer of doing nothing—because that was what there was to  do in Caina, Indiana—watching those big, colorful trucks make their way along Main Street toward the edge of town was like that part of the movie where some flunky runs in with a pardon from the governor. Suddenly we all knew just how the guy trussed into Old Sparky felt when they unbuckled the straps without turning him extra-crispy: like we’d been holding our breath for months, and right then it came out all at once, whoosh, and we could breathe again.

Our T-shirts stuck to our backs as the big gate with its ticket booth came into view, and though August meant school was right around the corner, for the moment I was happy it wasn’t still July: the walk would have been a lot more miserable. We hustled along, a little out of breath in the heat, and as we approached the gate I stuck my fingers into the front pocket of my jeans, feeling for the wad of singles I’d stuffed in there. I’d managed to save a little more than eighty dollars over the summer, working in my uncle’s shop, but the carnival was here for ten days; if I rationed myself to twenty bucks a trip, I could make at least four trips, and—

“Hi, guys!”

I stopped so fast Jerry walked right into me, and Ray whispered a quick “Son of a bitch!” Beside the gate, sunlight glinting off his Coke-bottle glasses and sweat rings under his arms the size of truck tires even though he was standing still, was Tagalong. He waved toward the parking lot, and from a red convertible sitting along its edge, his mom waved back. As she drove away, top down, the kerchief tied over her hair fluttering in the wind, we all looked back at Tommy, and it occurred to me that, beautiful machine or not, I really hated that car.

“You guys almost forgot me,” he said as we trudged up to the ticket booth. “Good thing my mom gave me a ride. She can give us a ride home, later, too.” Ray and Jerry just walked by him without a glance, paid their five bucks, and took their tickets. While I waited my turn at the window, I considered what Tommy had just said. He’d shouted to us, and we’d looked right at him and then run. There was no way he hadn’t seen that. But here he was, saying we’d just forgotten him, acting like it had all been a big mistake, like if he claimed it loud enough it would somehow become what had actually happened. The name Tommy Tagli-lonely wormed its way through my head, and I couldn’t help it: I flashed him a quick, guilty smile.

I turned away, hoping he hadn’t seen, stepping up to the window for my ticket. But whether he’d seen or not didn’t really matter: he’d already bought his own ticket, so when the three of us walked into the carnival, it was with Tommy Tagalong yapping at our heels like the world’s most asthmatic puppy.

    
  Four hours later, he wasn’t yapping: he was whining. “C’mon, guys! I’m tired. Can’t we just go wait for my mom? Please? Please?”

The whining had actually started in the first hour and grown steadily worse as the day went on. At the roller coaster (Oh, that doesn’t look safe!). At the Zipper (My God, those things spin?). Even at Dr. Terror’s Ten-In-One, where there was a snake man, a bearded lady, and—coolest of all—the preserved body of a two-headed wolf in a huge glass jar, he complained about the smell coming from the pickled punks—complained so loud the barker in the old-fashioned white shirt and straw boater told us to “Move along, kids; let the real customers through.”

It occurred to me that for someone who wanted to do everything we did, Tagalong didn’t really want to do anything. He didn’t even go on the roller coaster, or the Zipper, or the Tilt-A-Whirl, or anything else we tried, but waited in line with us at each ride or attraction and was right there when we got off, whining loudly the whole time. The only thing he wanted to ride was the carousel—but he wouldn’t go alone and begged us to go with him.

“I wouldn’t go on that merry-go-round with him for a thousand bucks,” said Ray as we settled in to ride the Turkish Twist.

“Not for a million,” said Jerry.

“What are we gonna do?” I said, and we all looked out at the people still lined up for the ride. Right in the front, a squat, toadlike shape flapped a hand, shouting “Guys? I don’t think this is a good idea!”

“We have to think of something,” said Jerry, and then the warning horn sounded, the ride shuddered into motion, and for the next four minutes all I heard were screams of excitement as the carnival spun around us in a blur.

    
  “Good thing he held out ’til the ride was over.” Ray hooked a thumb toward Deano Gordon, a kid a year younger than us who was noisily depositing his guts into the trash barrel by the Twist’s exit ramp. “Woulda been messy as hell if he puked on the—”

“See?” Tagalong bustled out of the crowd like someone’s indignant grandmother, pointing a finger toward Deano while obviously trying not to look at him. “I knew this wasn’t a good idea! Why don’t you guys ever listen? I try to—”

“Come on,” said Jerry, shouldering past Tommy and looking back at us. “I have an idea.” Ray’s fists were bunched again, and he stared at Tagalong, who half turned after Jerry to shout, “I’m only trying to help!” I nudged Ray’s elbow to get his attention and jerked a chin toward Jerry’s disappearing back. We brushed past Tommy, heard him squeal in surprise, and started to hustle. We followed Jerry as he slid through the popcorn-and-cotton-candy-scented crowd the way only a smaller kid can, past the sharpshooting booth (ten shots for two bits!) and the ring toss (a winner every time!) and found him already in line for a new ride.

“The Ferris wheel?” I said. “That’s your idea?”

“Only costs a half a buck,” Jerry said with a smile. “And it’s the longest ride at the carnival.”

“That’s because it’s the slowest,” said Ray—and suddenly I thought I understood.

“Sometimes a Ferris wheel ride can take ten minutes,” I said. “Maybe more.”

“But that—” Ray started.

“That’s ten minutes without Tagalong,” said Jerry. “Maybe more.”

Ray’s frown continued. “What are you—”

“You guys... shouldn’t run... off like that.” Tommy pushed his way through the crowd with one hand, the other hovering at his hip like one of those old-time gunfighters in the westerns, ready to quick-draw his inhaler in case he needed to take a nice quick suck. At the sound of his wheezing little voice, Ray’s frown faded away, leaving him grinning like one of those Have a Nice Day pins you could buy at the corner store.

“You’re a genius!”

“Yeah, I know.” Jerry buffed his nails against his chest. “I’m just glad you finally—”

He broke off, staring past us. I turned to look and saw only Tagalong, finger still raised to scold but mouth blissfully silent, staring up at the Ferris wheel, an odd look in his lens-magnified eyes. I glanced back to Jerry and saw the line had moved ahead, but we hadn’t moved with it.

“Hey.” I pointed toward the entry ramp. “Do we want to ride this thing today, or what?”

“What?” said Jerry. “Yeah, I... yeah.” He faced front and stared at the wheel, ignoring me and Ray just as we ignored Tagalong’s “Guys? I don’t think this is a good idea.”

Jerry stayed quiet while we were in line, and when our turn came he managed to finagle himself a solo ride while I shared a car with Ray. Ray, despite what he’d said about the wheel being the slowest ride, had himself a ball, whooping like a madman, ignoring the instructions we’d gotten from the ride attendant and setting the car to rocking, shading his eyes with one hand sometimes and shouting, “I can see my house from here!” Whenever the wheel lined up right, and I could see Jerry, he was sitting in his car quietly, staring toward the ground. I wondered what was eating him, but figured I’d hear about it soon enough: Jerry’s not exactly the tightest-lipped guy you ever met. I was right: it only took until we all met up by the wheel’s exit ramp.

“Guys, I have an idea.”

“Another one?” I said.

“Is it as good as the last one?” Ray said.

“Shut up and listen. Did you see Tagalong’s face when he looked at the Ferris wheel?”

“He tells us to shut up,” said Ray. “Then he asks us a question?”

“He looked a little weird,” I said, ignoring Ray. “But he always looks weird.”

“He didn’t just look weird,” said Jerry. “He looked terri—oh, crap, here he comes. Just follow my lead, okay?”

Ray looked baffled, and I was confused, but we nodded just as Tommy wheezed to a stop beside us.

“Rocking the car like that was dangerous,” he said to the side of Ray’s head; Ray just stared hard at me. “What were you thinking? I mean, do you know—”

“Hey, Wheez—I mean, Tommy,” interrupted Jerry. “We give you kind of a hard time, huh?”

There were a few beats of silence as Tagalong stared at Jerry, his normally smooth red cheeks going blotchy; when his answer came it was much quieter than when he’d been dressing down Ray. “Yeah.”

“We take off on you, make you chase us, call you Tagalong, all that stuff, right?”

Tommy looked at the ground, and murmured, “Yeah.”

“How would you like to just hang with us, no more having to chase us or anything, you know, as one of the gang?

Tommy looked up, his face brightening. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” Jerry said.

“Yeah!”

Ray and I stared at each other, and Ray’s eyes looked as wide as mine felt. What the hell was this?

“Okay,” said Jerry, and Tommy Taglioni straightened, grinned, and did a weird sort of whole-body wiggle like an excited puppy. I eyeballed the front of his jeans to see if he’d wet his pants.

“But!” Jerry said, loud and clear, cutting through Tagalong’s excitement. Tagalong went still. “You have to do something first. To prove you’re one of us.” He half turned to indicate me, and Ray, and then himself, sketching a kind of triangle in the air, and with the eye Tagalong couldn’t see he threw us a big wink, like they do on TV.

“That’s right,” I said.

“We all had to do it,” said Jerry.

“We did?” said Ray. I poked an elbow into his ribs. “Oof. I mean, we did. Yes, we sure did.”

“The thing is,” Jerry went on, “you don’t get to pick what you do. We do. And if you don’t do it, then you’re not one of us, and you don’t get to be part of the gang. No more following along, or chasing us down, you dig? It’s like an initiation, and if you don’t make it, you’re out.”

Tagalong stared at him.

“You dig?” Jerry said again.

Tommy swallowed and nodded, fingering the outline of the inhaler in his pocket like some kind of good luck charm. “What do I have to do?”

Jerry threw a thumb over his shoulder. “All you gotta do is ride the wheel.”

The blood ran out of Tommy’s face like someone had pulled the plug in his neck. “Oh, I don’t think—”

“At night,” said Jerry.

“But I—”

“After they close,” Jerry added. “In the dark.”

Tommy’s eyes shut and he licked his lips, squeezing the shape of that inhaler so hard his knuckles went all white. “I’m...” He took a raspy breath. “I’m... afraid of heights.”

“Uh-huh.” Jerry didn’t sound surprised at all. “Well, then,” he went on, his voice loud and jolly, like some of the better barkers on the midway. “Good thing you’ll be doing it at night, huh? You won’t be able to see how high up you are, what with the dark and all.” He grinned. “So, are you in? Or are you ready to admit you’re just not one of us and go home?”

I held my breath. Beside me, I don’t think Ray was breathing either. Tommy Taglioni opened his eyes and looked up, then higher, leaning his round head back on his fat little neck as he took in the whole Ferris wheel. We were standing practically at the base of the ride, and his chin didn’t stop rising ’til he was looking almost straight up. My lungs burned, pushing me to take a breath, but I didn’t want to do anything to break the moment, to make a sound that might interfere with Tommy’s—

“I’m in.” The words were barely above a whisper. Air whooshed out of me, and I heard Ray take a big, whooping breath.

“What?” Jerry leaned in, cupping an ear. “I couldn’t quite hear you.”

Tommy dropped his gaze to Jerry. “I’m... I’m in.” His wheeze was creeping back in, almost as loud as his words. “I’ll do it. When?”

“Tonight,” Jerry said. “The carnival closes at ten. We’ll do it at midnight.”

“Where do we—”

“Here. Meet us right here at the wheel. At midnight.” He looked at me and Ray. “You guys agree?”

I looked at Ray, who shrugged and nodded, so I gave Jerry a “Yeah, sure.”

Tommy swallowed. His breathing was getting worse. “How do I—”

“Up to you,” said Jerry. “Getting here is part of the challenge.” He pointed to the ground at his feet. “But we’ll be right here at midnight. Waiting.” He started walking away, waving for me and Ray to follow. “We’re gonna take off now. You wait here for your mom—and don’t say anything about this to her, or any grownup, or you forfeit. The next time we see you will be here, at midnight.”

We left him staring up at the Ferris wheel, eyes huge behind those Coke-bottle lenses. Before we’d gone a half-dozen steps I heard the sharp hiss of his inhaler as Wheezy Taglioni gave himself a blast.

    
  “It’s perfect!” Even in the heat, Jerry was practically dancing, spinning around to face us, walking backward as we put some distance between us and the carnival gate, where Tagalong would soon be waiting for his mom. Jerry had ignored our questions, including Ray asking, “What the hell’s going on?” again and again, and herded us toward home with a smile on his face, but he couldn’t hold it in any longer. Like I said: not exactly the tightest-lipped guy.

“I’m gonna perfectly bruise your ass, you don’t tell us what’s going on,” said Ray, frustration in his voice.

Jerry grinned wider. “Pervert!”

“That’s not what I—”

“Just tell us what’s going on,” I said. “Before the pervert really does bruise your ass.”

“Hey!”

“It’s perfect,” Jerry repeated, then he lost the grin for a minute. “Wait—you guys can sneak out tonight, right?”

“Unless I get caught,” I said. Ray just nodded.

“Good. So, tonight we get rid of Tommy Tagalong once and for all.”

“How?” I said.

“You heard the whole thing already. We go to the carnival tonight, and by morning, no more Tagalong!”

“I don’t get it,” said Ray. I thought I knew what Jerry was getting at, but it still didn’t make a lot of sense.

“Tagalong agreed to leave us alone if he fails, right?” said Jerry. “So how do you think he’s gonna get in to meet us?”

“Climb the fence,” said Ray. “I mean, that fence is a joke. If they didn’t have people watching for—”

“It’s a joke for us,” I pointed out. “But this is Wheezy. Jerry’s right: that might stop him right there.” I looked at Jerry. “But what if it doesn’t? What if the little turd makes it in? What then?”

“Then we offer him a ride.”

We stared at him. He slowed to a halt, and so did we, standing there eyeballing him in the late summer sun.

“Look, you saw his face at the wheel: he was terrified just looking at that thing. There’s no way he’s got the sack to actually go on it. I saw the chain they use to lock up the lever at night, and it’s just got a padlock—you can crack that, right?”

I’d made that money for the carnival working at my uncle’s shop: my uncle’s locksmith shop. He’d given me some tools and shown me the basics, and I’d had all summer to practice; unless it was something pretty expensive and high tech, I was pretty sure I could open a padlock. I nodded.

“So that’s it. We open the panel while he’s standing there looking at the thing—give him some time to take a good, long gander—then ask him to take a seat. When he doesn’t, it’s bye-bye Tagalong!”

“What if he does?” I said. “You said if he goes for the ride then we’ll hang with him all the time. So what if he does?”

“Yeah,” said Ray. “What if he does? I’m not hanging with Fagalong. No way. You said it, you do it.”

Jerry shrugged. “If he wants a ride, then we give him one. I watched the guy running it, and it looks simple enough. We can even run the wheel without the lights, so no one will see it in the dark—but they’ll hear the motor. So, we give Tagalong his ride and then run for it. The carnies come out to see about the racket, and Tagalong can’t run worth a damn, so he gets caught.”

“But if he goes for the ride,” I said, “we have to hang with—”

“Do you really think if Tagalong gets caught he’ll be able to keep his mouth shut?”

“So, we have to hang out with him and we get in trouble?” I was amazed—and not in a good way. “What the hell kind of a plan is—”

“And do you really think,” Jerry went on, unruffled, “that if we get her baby boy in that much trouble—and they’ll probably call the cops—Mrs. Taglioni will ever let Tommy see us again? I mean, ever?”

“I—” I began, but stopped as my brain rolled his plan over again. For once, Ray seemed to be ahead of me.

“So,” he said. “If he doesn’t go for the ride, he can’t hang with us anymore. And if he does go for the ride... he can’t hang with us anymore.” He stepped forward and clapped Jerry on the shoulder, and his grin was absolutely huge. “You’re a genius!”

Jerry shrugged, smiling right back. “Yeah, I know.”

“We’ll get some heat if he takes the ride,” I said.

“Worth it,” Ray said. “So worth it.”

“If it’d be too much heat for you,” Jerry said, “you could stay home. Maybe we can find some other way to unlock the lever.”

He sounded serious, but I knew what they’d think if I didn’t go: pussy.

“So,” I said. “We’ll meet at the end of the street around eleven?”

Jerry shook his head. “Baker Street,” he said, naming the next road over from ours. “Don’t want to take a chance on running into Tagalong on his way there and wind up listening to him wheeze and whine for two miles.”

“It’s a plan!” Ray announced. We spent the rest of the walk home in deep discussion, laughing about what we thought would happen that night at the Ferris wheel that stretched into the sky, visible above trees and houses long after the rest of the carnival had disappeared from view.

We had no idea.
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