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Advance Praise for Wasn’t Tomorrow
Wonderful?: A Memoir

 


“I knew Kenneth from his blog, but
his backstory is heartwarming and hilarious!”

 


—Andy Cohen, host of Bravo’s
Watch What Happens Live and author of Most
Talkative

“For those of us who are fans of his
blog Kenneth in the (212), who have always wondered just how
Kenneth M. Walsh got to the big city of New York to keep us
informed and entertained, he has finally let us in on all his
wonderful yesterdays with his memoir, Wasn't Tomorrow
Wonderful? Kenneth is the least mousey person I've ever met,
and now I know exactly why after reading this witty and insightful
book. He's exuberantly talented.”

 


— Kevin Sessums, author of
Mississippi Sissy



 


“Doesn’t matter if you are gay,
straight, or from another planet, you must read Kenneth Walsh's
spectacular new book. Like Kenneth, the book is witty, serious, and
passionate. It is a remarkable story of his personal journey told
with humor and brilliant writing. Always have been a fan of this
articulate and kind writer, and reading this book made him a new
hero to me.”

 


— David Mixner, civil rights
activist and author of Stranger Among Friends

“Kenneth is, and always has been, a
unique voice in the cluttered world of blogging.”

 


— John Aravosis, editor and founder
of AMERICAblog

“Kenneth M. Walsh is smart and fun,
and so is his book, Wasn't Tomorrow Wonderful? By turns
hilarious, poignant, and suspenseful—the Thomas Roberts story had
me on the edge of my seat!—Kenneth makes his Alice in
Wonderland-esque spin through Manhattan a journey we're more than
happy to take with him.”

— Dennis Hensley, author of
Misadventures in the (213) and Screening
Party
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a mouse is not a home




I blame it all on Buffy and Jody. If it weren’t
for them, I might have had a chance at some sort of a normal
childhood. Instead, I spent from age six on preoccupied with moving
to New York City.

How I envied those two. Not only were their
parents dead, they got to live in a glamorous high-rise apartment
building in Manhattan, far away from the tract houses of the
Midwest, where every home and every life looked just like the one
next door.

Apartment 27A, where the twins lived with their
jet-setting Uncle Bill and their big sister, Cissy, was like
nothing I had ever seen before. The modern furniture. The city
views. The butler, Mr. French, at your disposal. All of this
and a second bathroom. Sure, Buffy and Jody may have had to
adjust a bit after losing their parents in that horrible plane
crash. But that paled in comparison to what I went through on a
daily basis: getting ready for school every morning in the bathroom
right after my stepfather, brushing my teeth and combing my hair in
a steamy fog of aftershave and farts.

And then there was that fun doorknob at Uncle
Bill’s, with the big metal circle around it. I wasn’t sure what its
purpose was, but I knew it was luxurious—and way fancier than
anything where I lived in Madison Heights, Michigan. Let’s be
honest: You didn’t have to be in the advanced reading group in Miss
Young’s first-grade class at Roosevelt Elementary to know a Park
Avenue address had more cachet than Tawas Court. And you could be
sure Buffy, Jody, and Cissy—who were originally from neighboring
Terre Haute, Indiana, before tragedy rescued them from their
mundane existence—knew it, too.

All of this, and I would never have to “go
outside and play” in the backyard again. All those mosquitoes and
unnecessary—not to mention exhausting—games of tag and
hide-and-seek, putting your life on the line each time you got on
the neighbors’ rickety aluminum swing set that never seemed to be
put together quite right. “It’s fine,” my friend’s dad would
insist, sweating and clearly frustrated that he couldn’t quite
figure out where the assembly had gone wrong. “Come and get us if
something happens.”

I figured that if I lived in an apartment like
Buffy and Jody did, I’d be exempt from anything along those lines.
If there had to be outdoor activities, I was more than OK with
having lemonade on a chaise longue out on Uncle Bill’s
sophisticated wraparound terrace. The closest I wanted to be to
“green grass” was of the indoor-outdoor carpet variety.

Admittedly, Buffy and Jody were just characters
on the 1960s sitcom Family Affair. But they were proof that
there was another way of life, and it was all the proof this
grade-schooler needed.

My toys felt the same way. Although my
Fisher-Price Play Family People (later known as “Little People”)
lived in a big house in the suburbs, the mother—who was a cop
loosely based on Angie Dickinson’s Pepper from Police Woman
and myself—kept a sweet pied-à-terre downtown, right above the
barber shop and city jail in the Play Family Village. And don’t
think for a second my Big Jim action figure lived in some dumpy
barracks. He was shacked up with one of my Barbies in my Tuesday
Taylor Penthouse Apartment, complete with private elevator, rooftop
hot tub, and spectacular city views.

As I grew up, I continued to plot my move to
the Big Apple. Family Affair reruns gave way to Woody Allen
movies (all those glamorous neurotics in those huge apartments!),
The Goodbye Girl (even struggling creative types could do
it!), and Desperately Seeking Susan (that’s where New Wavers
like me live!).

Yet despite my precocious desires, there was
one persistent thing that concerned me about the move, even as I
approached adulthood. It wasn’t the daunting expense, as I knew I’d
never consider moving without a landing a job first. And it wasn’t
the distance. In fact, the principal reason I wanted to move was to
get away from the suburbs of Phoenix (where we moved when I was
eleven). I had been traveling to visit old friends in my native
Michigan as long as I could remember, so I figured I could always
fly home to see my family once I was settled in Manhattan. Even the
crime—something that worried my mom horribly when I first went to
New York City with friends as a teenager in the 1980s—wasn’t a
deterrent. The danger of it all was probably part of the appeal.
The closest we came to urban decay in the master-planned community
where I grew up in the “Valley of the Sun” was when “Jeffrey,” who
turned out to be a neighbor’s juvenile delinquent son, “broke into”
our house one night (barefoot!) after my parents neglected to lock
the front door and stole my stepfather’s wallet off the wet bar.
Sure, Jeffrey—as we still refer to him more than thirty years
later, a one-name moniker, normally reserved for divas worshiped by
gay men—scared the crap out of my mom, who had fallen asleep on the
couch only to open her eyes to find a stranger staring down at her.
Terrified, she put her head down and pretended to be asleep, then
after he left, she locked the door and went crazy running up and
down the hallways of the house screaming for my stepfather, Gary. I
didn’t even get to enjoy this “big city” moment: I slept through
the whole thing. But even this violation ended up seeming pretty
rinky-dink when my mom later spotted our intruder at the
neighborhood Mobil station, jotted down his license plate number,
had him arrested, then identified him in a police lineup. The end
result of Jeffrey’s crime spree? My mom was so freaked out that she
went back to work, and the quality of our dinner meals diminished
measurably. Fancy Kraft Dinner (with Mom’s signature tuna sauce)
was replaced with making my own instant Mug-O-Lunch macaroni and
cheese. Thanks a lot, Jeffrey.

What did concern me about heading east was
something my life in the suburbs had nicely shielded me from:
rodents. I’d never even seen a mouse, but the mere idea of one—let
alone encountering one in my home—was almost unbearable.
(Even the game Mousetrap frightened me as a child.) While I
couldn’t imagine that Buffy and Jody had to deal with anything so
vile, I had heard that no matter where you lived, rich or poor,
mice were never far from any New York apartment. Even Jackie O(h my
God)! Still, I figured Mr. French simply had a word with the pesky
varmint, and that was that.

I’m pretty sure I inherited my fear of these
unseen creatures from my mom, who had regaled/terrified my siblings
and me with a well-told horror story of the time she came
face-to-face with a “cat-sized” rat that jumped out of a kitchen
drawer she had opened when she was living in my father’s hometown
of Pottsville, Pennsylvania, home of Yuengling beer and
complimentary black lung disease. Although my mom hadn’t exactly
grown up in the lap of luxury, her childhood in Omaha, Nebraska,
and Montgomery County, Maryland, didn’t have Pottsville’s dirt
basements and abject poverty, so when the rat introduced himself,
the twenty-year-old new mom didn’t think twice about my infant
brother Bill’s well-being, opting instead for the fifty-yard-dash
out the front door. (Can’t say I blame her.)

When I finally made it to the East Coast in the
early ’90s, I landed in Washington first. I’d had enough of Los
Angeles freeways—having spent too much time broken down on the side
of them in my beat-up ’83 VW convertible Rabbit, the “convertible”
part being occasionally converting it to run properly—so I
decided to move to the nation’s capital, where both of my older
brothers were living. While this wasn’t quite New York City, it was
the first test of my “city living” abilities and, more important,
my rodent-coping skills. Sure enough, my first apartment had a
“problem,” as the super explained it, with people leaving the door
open in the basement laundry room and rats coming in from the
alley. That was all I needed to hear, sparking the beginning of a
decades-long love affair with drop-off (and street-level) laundry
service. While I avoided any rodent showdowns in that basement, I
quickly found out I couldn’t avoid them everywhere. Once, while I
was sitting on a curb outside a popular coffee place in Dupont
Circle, a rat came out of nowhere and darted between my legs,
prompting me to let out one of my signature ’80s slasher flick girl
screams. This simultaneously cleared out the entire patio packed
with customers, as well as any remaining testosterone in my
nutsack.

When I finally moved to New York in 1998, I was
feeling pretty comfortable. By then I had Troy, a fearless
sixteen-pound tomcat who had been waiting his whole life to do
battle with rodents of any size, and people assured me that mice
avoided apartments where they could smell felines. This proved to
be 100 percent accurate … for a while. The first five or six years
I never saw a single mouse, even as a neighbor told me about actual
rats finding their way into his place. (This news was so unsettling
that I considered getting a backup cat.) The landlord blamed a hole
in the wall behind my neighbor’s stove, but I didn’t even want to
hear the details.

But then, a year or two later, my boyfriend,
Michael, spotted a “tiny” mouse in the kitchen one evening. The
mouse was so small, in fact, that Troy didn’t even notice it at
first. I never saw it, either—I was reading in the living room—but
just hearing these words sent me bolting into the bedroom with the
door locked. (Because if you know only one thing about mice, it’s
that they have a hard time picking locks.) But Troy eventually
punched his time card, swatted it with his enormous paw, and then
choked the life out of it so Michael could quietly dispose of it. I
was shaken, but when Michael told me that it was so tiny he was
able to flush it down the toilet, I decided it was just a fluke, a
newborn that had wandered into Apartment 3RW, still too young to be
afraid of cats.

Around this same time, Troy got very ill. We
eventually found out he had a giant tumor in his stomach, so we
were going through the heart-wrenching process of deciding when to
put him down, weighing his quality of life versus my need for
protection. Now, I can’t say with certainty that this was Darwinism
in action, but as Troy’s health deteriorated, mice suddenly started
showing up on a regular basis, leaving me feeling terrorized in my
own home as I was losing my best furry friend. Were these pests
somehow sensing that Troy was no longer the threat he once was? The
only other explanation I could come up with was that there was some
digging going on nearby, but I never saw evidence of
any.

Then one night it happened—my greatest fear
come to life. Michael was sleeping at his place when I noticed Troy
going berserk, in hot pursuit of something. My critter might
have had a terminal illness, but deep down he was still a
natural-born killer. I was paralyzed with fear, so I just stayed in
the kitchen waiting for the whole thing to be over, thinking he’d
eventually kill the mouse and I could get someone to dispose of it
for me. But Troy kept carrying it in his mouth then releasing it—a
live game of “cat and mouse”—so the thing would immediately start
running around again, like a monster in a horror film that just
won’t die. I was standing on a chair in the kitchen shrieking
(flipping through the unabridged Embarrassing Cliché Handbook)
while Troy chased the mighty mouse into my bedroom. And then, as
quickly as it had started, a suddenly subdued Troy came back out
into the kitchen and laid down—mouseless. And that’s when panic set
in. For eight years, I’d lived in that apartment and had zero mice.
Zero mice and zero roaches, a New York City anomaly that had me
believing my life was truly charmed. Now, in the previous twelve
months, there had to have been at least a half-dozen mice, probably
more, yet somehow it almost always happened when I was not around,
and Michael would dispose of the evidence before I had to face
it.

But here I was—and for the situation to not be
fully resolved was quite literally too much for me to bear. My
first instinct was to move out and never even come back for my
things. There was no way I was going to sleep in that bedroom
knowing there was a mouse in there … somewhere. Of course, I
called poor Michael, who was exhausted from a day out on Long
Island visiting his family, and made him come over to look for it.
He ripped my bedroom apart—the sound effects were straight out of a
skit on The Carol Burnett Show—but the culprit was nowhere
to be found. At that point, Michael decided the varmint must have
survived the attack and slipped back out through whatever hole it
had come in through. Exhausted and needing to be up at 6 a.m. for
work the next morning, he tried his best to calm me down. I
eventually, and very reluctantly, let him go, although I was
certain, having witnessed it all, that the mouse was still lurking
in my bedroom somewhere. About a half hour later, I was trying to
put the whole thing out of my mind—talking myself into believing
Michael’s explanation—when I went to put some clothes in my closet
and discovered a stiff little dead carcass lying on its side next
to the dirty-clothes basket. I let out a blood-curdling scream. I
could feel myself blushing—I was actually embarrassed for
myself—but I could not pull it together and went running outside.
(Over a tiny mouse that was dead.) Feeling much safer on the
crime-ridden streets of New York City, alone at 3:45 a.m., I called
Michael, who, by this point, had to be up in just a few hours, with
the latest news.

“Just find something and pick it
up,” he said, his patience understandably waning. “And be happy
that you can sleep knowing that it’s over.”

Only it was anything but over. There was still
no way I could stay in that apartment.

As I stumbled down Eighth Avenue hoping to find
a friendly soul to come dispose of this cheese-obsessed intruder,
Michael suddenly appeared in front of me. He then walked back to my
apartment. He went upstairs. He removed the mouse. He went home. He
never said a word.

I slept like a baby that night knowing that the
scary mouse was gone ... and that I had moved to the right city,
where I would find a guy willing to love me no matter how
ridiculous I might be, and who recognized that sometimes even
rodenticide is a family affair.

 



 


 


i’m from everywhere




How do you answer the question “Where are you
from?” when you’ve lived in half a dozen places, some of them
longer than in the place where you were born?

My boyfriend, Michael, always teases me about
being “from everywhere.” You see, he’s from New York. He was born
in New York. He grew up in New York. He lives in New York. Both his
parents and all three of his siblings were born and raised in New
York. It’s pretty straightforward—even taking into account a year
he spent in Miami Beach. (But don’t all New Yorkers
eventually move to Miami?)

With me, well, I guess where I’m from depends
on who else is in the room.

You’re from Detroit? So am I! I was born just
outside, in Royal Oak, and lived in neighboring Madison Heights
until I was nearly twelve. After my family left the Motor City, I
went back every summer to visit friends until I graduated from
college. (Needed to squeeze in a few extra trips to Boblo!) From
Korvettes and Little Caesars to Vernors and Town Club pop, I’m a
Michigander through and through. And I can add an apostrophe
s to the end of proper nouns for no reason with the best of
them. (“Who wants to go to Kmart’s?”)

You’re from Phoenix? So am I! We moved to
nearby Mesa just before my twelfth birthday, and I went to junior
high, high school, and college there. From Dillard’s and Broadway
Southwest to Peter Piper Pizza and Wallace and Ladmo, I’m a
Phoenician through and through. It’s also where I’ve called “home”
the last thirty years because my parents and my sister still live
there, along with my sister’s husband and my niece and
nephew.

You’re from Southern California? So am I!
Orange County? Sure. After college I crashed at a friend’s
apartment in Huntington Beach for a while and then lived even
closer to the ocean for a year while working at the Orange
County Register. From the Boom Boom Room and Newport Station to
South Coast Plaza and Fashion Island, I’m an Orange County guy.
More of a Los Angeles type? So am I! Orange County was as boring as
Phoenix, so I moved to the Westside of Los Angeles for a year,
living in an apartment on South Bundy Drive just a stone’s throw
from where Nicole Brown Simpson and Ronald Goldman met their fate.
I also lived there during the L.A. riots, after the cops who beat
Rodney King were acquitted of all charges. I chose an apartment on
Bundy because I thought West Hollywood would seem “too gay,” but it
didn’t take long for me to realize my decision was just queer. All
that living in West Los Angeles instead of West Hollywood did was
ensure I’d have to drink and drive every night, because my roommate
and I were entirely too gay not to go out every night in West
Hollywood. A 1920s bungalow in West Hollywood was the solution, on
a tree-lined street between Santa Monica Boulevard and Melrose
Avenue just off La Cienega. Where else could a
twenty-three-year-old suburbanite end up involved with a tattooed
muscle-bound model on a Harley Davidson?

Oh, but you’re from San Diego? My roommate in
Orange County and I used to head down there all the time to go
bar-hopping at Flick’s, Rich’s, and the West Coast Production
Company. I later spent even more time down the coast when my
stepfather’s work took my parents to Carlsbad, where they bought a
house in the La Costa area, one of the most beautiful communities
I’ve seen.

You’re from Pottsville, Pennsylvania? I’ve
never lived there, but that’s where my dad was born and raised—and
it’s the town a whole portion of the Walsh clan still calls home.
My brother Bill was born there, too. And it’s just obscure enough
that if someone mentions it, of course I’m going to claim it as my
own. Nothing but the dead and dying in that little town, but my
grandfather made a name for himself as a boxer, boxing promoter,
and a sports writer at the Pottsville Republican, so it’s a
source of great pride for Walshes around the region.

You’re from Washington? Funny thing,
Washington’s my “other home”! My mother lived in Takoma Park,
Maryland, in the late 1950s and attended high school in nearby
Silver Spring at the Academy of the Holy Names. She met and married
my father in the D.C. area, and her aunt and uncle—Dorothy and
Ernie—lived in Silver Spring and later in Potomac. We used to visit
them a lot when I was a kid, going out to their little place in
Rehoboth Beach in the summertime, before “the gays” took over, as
Aunt Dorothy later explained it. When I was in college in the ’80s,
I interned on Capitol Hill and immediately felt at home in
D.C.—then I moved there officially in 1993 and stayed five years.
My brothers moved there as well. My oldest brother, Bill, and his
clan are still there, and after returning to Phoenix for a number
of years, my brother Terence is back in the Washington area, as are
a big group of my closest friends (Ken, Jean, Kandy, Kristen,
Paula). For many years after I arrived in New York, Washington was
the go-to location for holidays when I couldn’t be with my family
in Arizona.

Oh, but you’re from Virginia? I’m
actually a former Virginian, too! I wasn’t going to bring it up,
but I did live in Arlington for a number of years with my Colombian
boyfriend, Rafael. While many people think Northern Virginia is the
same thing as living in Washington, it’s really not. I can talk the
Metro Orange Line and Rio Grande Mexican food with the best of
them, and I got to know the countryside pretty well too, even
though I wanted to live in the District.

So the next time somebody asks me where I’m
“from” and I can’t give them a straight answer, would someone
please tell my guy to leave me alone? I think of myself as a New
Yorker now—and I’ve heard it said that once you’ve lived here ten
years, you become one—but if I dare tell people I’m from New
York, Michael scoffs at a non-native claiming such rights. So until
I figure out a better response, I guess it’s true: I’m from
everywhere.

 



 


 


blue gremlin




Around newsrooms where I have worked they’re
known as “Kenneth stories.” If someone has been murdered, molested,
or victimized in some horrible way, I'm the go-to editor. You’d
think people would be a little creeped out by someone who “likes”
to read about these things, but most colleagues seem to accept that
I possess nothing more than a hyperactive sense of morbid
curiosity, so they seem to find my interest in the criminal mind
more amusing than anything else.

Lucky for me, one of my favorite coworkers,
Mike, was a fellow crime junkie. We could talk for hours on end
about unsolved mysteries, serial killers, and infamous murder
cases. When the movie Zodiac came out a few years ago, Mike
and I got going again when he told me he’d seen a rerun of Stone
Phillips’s prison interview with Jeffrey Dahmer from back in the
day. Later he asked me if I was familiar with the Leopold and Loeb
case. He described how when he was quite young he became completely
intrigued with the tale of Nathan Leopold, Jr., and Richard Loeb,
the lovers who kidnapped and murdered a fourteen-year-old boy in
the early 1920s … for “kicks.” (I had actually heard of a movie
about these men called Swoon, but didn’t realize it was a
true story.) Later, Jack the Ripper interested him, and he never
looked back.

Then he asked me if I had any idea where my
fascination came from.

Indeed, I did, I explained:

It all started the day I arrived as a transfer
student at Hiller Elementary. My mom had recently remarried, and
the newlyweds decided a new house was fitting for a new start. So
we moved during the middle of my first-grade year. Mrs. Lewandowski
introduced me to the class as Kenny Walsh from Roosevelt
Elementary, then suggested I sit in a recently vacated desk next to
Mark Perrin.

“Hi, Paula!” was the first thing
Mark said to me, although I could barely understand him because he
was so tickled with his clever dig that he could barely get the
words out. As the entire classroom erupted in laughter (“Settle
down, kids,” Mrs. Lewandowski scolded), I realized that my new desk
had been decorated—complete with flowery decals and bubble
lettering—by its previous occupant, who like every other girl born
in the late ’60s was named Paula, and who loved to see her name in
writing. (OK, so she and I did have one thing in
common.)

And just like that, my fate was sealed. If
being a midyear transfer student didn’t already make me the odd kid
out, having the most popular (and dare I say cutest) boy in class
decide you were “a girl” certainly did.

While the guys all turned on me, the girls were
more accepting. My ability to do “hot peppers” on the playground
made me a star on the jump rope circuit, so I tried to make the
most of my menagerie of girl friends while I anxiously tried to
figure out a way to win over the boys, a task that wouldn’t have
even been necessary if only my new desk had been previously
occupied by a Blake or an Austin.

Life in the leafy suburbs of Detroit took an
ominous turn around a year later when a twelve-year-old boy from
nearby Ferndale was abducted, sexually assaulted, and murdered in
February 1976. Prior to this, the worst thing to ever happen in
sleepy Oakland County that I knew of was my failure to place in the
Laura Ingalls Wilder diorama competition at Hiller Elementary. I
had nearly killed myself fashioning the Ingalls family’s farmhouse
out of an old box from Kinney Shoes, and merely received an
Honorable Mention, which I came to realize they gave to everyone
who entered. But suddenly it seemed as if we had a much more
serious problem on our hands.

Over the next twelve months, three more
children were brutally slain, and panic swept the area as we began
to come to terms with the fact that there was a serial child killer
on the loose.

Known rather uncreatively as the Oakland County
Child Killer—and sometimes the Oakland County Child Molester,
although his sexual abuse paled in comparison to his murderous
ways—this psychopath had all of Hiller Elementary living in terror,
as he somehow managed to lure kids into his grip, seemingly in
broad daylight in crowded parts of town.

Was he a clergyman? A police officer? Some
other trusted member of the community? Everyone wondered how he
could possibly abduct so many children—four confirmed and four
others suspected—without anyone noticing. Each week, we’d have a
new Don’t Go With Strangers seminar at school—a motto I would come
to routinely disobey as a gay man in dark singles bars years later.
The lectures were accompanied by filmstrips, badges, handouts, and
coloring books, proffering all the latest techniques for avoiding
kidnap, rape, and murder.

While most of the kids at my school trembled at
the mere mention of the subject, I found myself curiously
intrigued, often engaging my teachers in lengthy discussions about
the case, dissecting the scant evidence, and offering various
theories. I also watched in awe that summer as New York City was
gripped in fear as the Son of Sam began executing couples in
lovers’ lanes. But not a lot happened in my neighborhood, so a
real-life serial killer roaming the streets of Oakland County was
just the kind of excitement I was longing for. Truth be told, the
whole thing felt more like watching a scary movie than something to
be really afraid of, and I was well on my way to becoming a
full-fledged horror-movie buff and true-crime fanatic, as
demonstrated by the Jaws poster and Patty Hearst photo I
kept tacked to my bedroom wall.

It didn’t help to calm my already-wild
imagination that the killer reportedly drove a blue AMC Gremlin
with a white hockey stripe—exactly like my second-grade
teacher’s car. In fact, Miss Blackburn was kind of manly: What else
might she be hiding?

I would religiously cut out all the articles
from the Oakland Tribune and the Detroit Free Press,
and study the profiles of the killer’s victims, kids whose lives
appeared to be similar to my own. Even while recalling the story to
a coworker recently, more than thirty years later, I could readily
cite the names of all the children—Timothy King, Kristine Mihelich,
Jill Robinson, and Mark Stebbins. Each of them seemed like the kind
of kids who could have been my friends.

Adding another creepy element to the already
terrifying case was that the Oakland County Child Killer was known
for meticulously “caring” for his victims, whom the police believed
were alive with their abductor for several days, and sometimes
weeks, before the gruesome end, which included strangulation,
smothering, and a gunshot to the face.

Timothy King’s mom went on television and
mentioned that she looked forward to his safe return so she could
serve him his favorite dinner, Kentucky Fried Chicken; the medical
examiner later determined that Timmy had fried chicken in his
stomach at the time of his death. The Oakland County Child Killer’s
victims were always bathed and had manicured fingernails and were
wearing freshly washed and pressed clothing. For this reason he was
sometimes called “The Babysitter” by the media. Having cared for
children in my early teens, though, I think this name seemed rather
odd, as I doubt killing the children—however tempting—would have
been acceptable to anyone, even in those days.

So while all the normal kids were busy
being afraid of the killer—the mere sight of a blue Gremlin driving
past the playground sent them running and screaming in a panic—I
spent a huge part of my time fantasizing that he would abduct
me.

If being kidnapped by a child rapist and serial
killer seems like an odd desire for a nine-year-old boy—did I have
something against simply joining the Cub Scouts, you might be
wondering—there was (what seemed like) a logical explanation at the
time: It would make the other kids like and respect me.

So rather than dreaming of becoming a
celebrated athlete, rock star, or some other kid-tested idol, my
“I’ll show you” fantasy centered around capturing my peers’
boogeyman, and thus ensuring heroic status at least through
sixth-grade graduation.

Having seen Linda Blair’s tour de force
performance in the classic made-for-television movie Sweet
Hostage a couple of years earlier, I knew that the best way to
deal with a deranged kidnapper was to befriend him. Admittedly she
fucked her way into the good graces of her abductor, played by a
young and dreamy Martin Sheen (clad in wife-beater and jeans), but
I was willing to do anything for the cause, and I was already
becoming aware that Mark Perrin might have been on to something
with the way he labeled me that first day, although I couldn’t
quite figure out what. (Why did I get butterflies in my stomach
whenever the elastic band on the other boys’ Fruit of the Loom
briefs became exposed when they were horsing around on the
playground?) Once I had the Oakland County Child Killer’s trust, I
would be shrewd and clever enough to escape and then quickly race
to the authorities to get him arrested, putting an end to that
monster’s reign of terror.

I couldn’t wait to be on the evening news—or
maybe even Good Morning America with Nancy Dussault and
David Hartman! I would be lauded as a hero and finally be adored by
my detractors, sometimes referred to as my classmates. I used to
practice what I’d say during interviews directly into my mom’s
Goody hairbrush, giving answers that made me seem brave but never
cocky.

“Why did you do it,
Kenny?”

“It was just something I felt I had
to do.”

“Were you scared at all,
Kenny?”

“I was only scared that this monster
would remain free to harm other children.”

Once the initial media firestorm died down, I
figured I’d grant an exclusive sit-down interview to 60
Minutes, perhaps with Charles Kuralt.

Despite my hours of meticulous planning, there
was one thing standing between me and my destiny. Although the
killer was definitely in the area—striking Berkley, Troy, and
Birmingham, three of Oakland County’s toniest cities—he never
ventured into the more downscale city of Madison Heights to find
his victims. That further fueled my growing sense of
inadequacy.

All of that changed one night in early 1977
when my mom and stepdad happened to ask me if I wanted to go to the
movies with them. At first, when they said they were headed to see
the remake of King Kong, I wasn't very excited. Even as a
child I hated science fiction pictures. Later that year, I ditched
my friends during the opening credits of Star Wars and
slipped into Annie Hall in the auditorium across the hall,
where I watched in awe at what I hoped was my future. I really
couldn’t see sitting through two hours of a fake gorilla when I
could be home listening to Olivia Newton-John’s new LP, Making a
Good Thing Better, which included a stirring cover of “Don’t
Cry for Me, Argentina.”

But when I heard my parents mention that they
were seeing King Kong at the Berkley Theatre, a plan was
instantly hatched in my youthful mind: The Berkley was on 12 Mile
and Robina—just a few blocks from the 7-Eleven on 12 Mile and
Oakshire where Kristine Mihelich had been abducted earlier that
month. If the killer wouldn’t come to me, I thought, I’d go to
him.

“I’d love to go the movies!” I
screamed from my upstairs bedroom, before quickly running into the
bathroom to make sure I looked cute enough to abduct.
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