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PROLOGUE


SIN CLOWNS OF SPANISH HARLEM


1990


PASTOR GREG TOLD US to choose a sin for our clown characters. He added that if it was a sin that we were ourselves tempted by—or even better, had fallen prey to—it would have a more powerful impact on nonbelievers. We all told Leslie that she was brave for selecting Premarital Sex Clown, considering what a reveal it was when she tearfully told us she almost lost her virginity on the last mission trip to Myrtle Beach. After a long day of passing out gospel brochures to spring breakers last July, she and Jason fell into the sin of lust behind an umbrella rental booth.


“It went kinda far, but not that far,” she assured us. Jason “backslid” several months ago and hadn’t returned to church—that’s a term we used for someone who violated the group’s morality rules by, say, listening to secular music. To make Leslie’s clown even more personal, Leslie chose to make her Premarital Sex Clown costume beach-themed, donning a coconut shell bra over her youth group T-shirt. Pastor Greg thought the beach element might confuse the audience, but Leslie fought for her choice, and in the end her vision won. Pastor Greg said he admired her conviction.


I chose AIDS Clown. My costume was a hospital gown paired with the church-issued clown wig and red foam nose. During my sophomore year I saw a Geraldo exposé special about homosexuals on TV that I managed to record on the VCR. In it, there were multiple moments at a New York City Pride parade where shirtless men were kissing. I couldn’t believe it; I had to watch it multiple times. Ever since, I felt a calling to witness to homosexuals (not to be confused with witnessing homosexuals—to “witness to” means to evangelize a person or group). Now that we were actually in NYC, it seemed the moment to go big. Those shirtless men are here somewhere. I wondered if they might see our clown play in the park later.


Back home, when we would break into small groups after Bible study, there would often be a men’s-only group where we could speak freely about our struggles with masturbation. Among the guys, Brandon was vocal about his porn addiction, and that’s why he would be Lust Clown. Brandon had a strange ability to find porno magazines in the woods (this was before the internet gave easy access to porn, of course). Even though he knew it was wrong, he would bring the magazines home and hide them until he felt guilty enough to throw them away. Then the cycle would begin again. He would even avoid the woods completely and the new stash of magazines would appear in the Little League dugout at the park, for example.


When we prayed for Brandon’s porn problem we would “bind Satan.” Binding Satan was a power that all of us had as believers. While praying one could shout, “We bind you, Satan!” with furrowed brow, and the Devil himself would find himself momentarily in shackles, unable to plant the next pile of Hustlers and Playboys in unsuspecting Brandon’s path. None of us were sure how Brandon could present himself as Lust Clown in a way that would be appropriate for a public park, but in the end he decided to simply write the word “lust” in Magic Marker all over his clothing.


“You should have lipstick prints all over too!” Leslie suggested. She spent nearly an hour applying lipstick and kissing Brandon’s shirt and pants—before he was wearing them, of course. Brandon was enthused. This entire production was sex-obsessed in my memory, though I sometimes wonder if I’m overemphasizing that. During that youth group era I was tangled around my own sexuality, so messaging about my body and sexuality might’ve just stuck down in my brain a little deeper.


It was summer 1990 and for that year’s youth group mission trip we traveled from Indiana to a church basement on Staten Island. The boys slept on the floor in sleeping bags, and the girls slept on couches and cots at the pastor’s house. When we finished our sin-clown costumes and makeup, Pastor Greg drove us to the ferry terminal, where we began the hour-long journey across the water into Manhattan. It smelled like salty seagull and ancient garbage. We were chattering and giggling, in contrast to the other commuters, who were mostly staring at newspapers or the green chipped paint on the metal floor. To everyone’s irritation I’m sure, we broke out into our favorite song, “Our God Is an Awesome God.”


“You guys have got to see this!” Leslie shouted, cutting our song short, her face flushed. We ran to the front of the ferry, and there looming before us was the behemoth of Lower Manhattan. I wasn’t just seeing it with my eyes; I was feeling it in my stomach. The twin towers of the World Trade Center were dueling monoliths—they were terrifying. And exciting. At their base, there were more buildings jammed together than I had ever seen.


“Look how small that is!” Brandon, the Lust Clown, was pointing at the Statue of Liberty. “Oh, weird,” I said. “That does look smaller than I thought it would be.” Then I turned back to the city. While everyone else broke off in conversations and more singing, I stayed there in a trance for the remainder of the ride. In our circle we called it “a calling,” a deep interior knowing, when you realize you’re about to take a new path.


“All right, everyone, stay close!” yelled Ted as we exited the ferry. Ted was our New York connection. He grew up in our youth group back in Fareville, Indiana—a decade prior—and later felt called to start a ministry in New York City. He had a kind demeanor and made you feel like he was instantly your friend. “Everyone should have a token! We are getting on the 1 train! Red line, 1 train!” He looked at me with a toothy grin. “It’s cool, right?”


“It’s amazing,” I said.


“I was the same way when I first saw that view. Nothin’ like it,” Ted remarked.


There were fifteen sin clowns in total, and not even one of us made it through the subway turnstile successfully. It was a circus of sin bumbling its way through the gates. Abortion Clown dropped her token and Drug Clown went to the floor to retrieve it for her. At the same time, Divorce Clown bent over to pick it up as well and the two of them butted heads and fell to their behinds in opposite directions. Alcoholic Clown didn’t understand the token concept at all, and a line of impatient New Yorkers started to form behind him as he tried to push past the bars.


Then I, AIDS Clown, gracefully dropped my token into the slot and sailed through as if I had done it a thousand times before. As if I belonged there, AIDS Clown costume and all.


“Do you do this every day?” I asked Ted, referring to this commute.


“Pretty much!” he said. “About an hour and a half each way.”


That blew my mind. Drive an hour and a half any direction back home in Fareville, and you’d be several cities over. Most places were about ten minutes away. Church? Ten minutes from wherever you were. Denny’s? Ten minutes from home, two minutes from church. Those were really the only places I ever went besides school (ten minutes) or a weekly jaunt through the mall or a bookstore to peruse new magazines.


I noticed that the native New Yorkers on the subway weren’t talking to each other. I felt embarrassed, I can now admit, by our incessant chatting, and started separating myself from the others a bit. I slid down a couple seats, removed my wig and red nose and then my hospital gown. I was down to my jeans and unassuming black T-shirt. Now I bet people think I live here. I blended in perfectly. My heartbeat accelerated and I felt a little sensual. Like I was doing something a little bad, but couldn’t name the offense. The rear door slid open with a metal screech and a lanky guy in a hoodie and sunglasses floated in. He marched to the other end of the train and blasted out the opposite door into the next car—all while the train was speeding through the tunnel. I stood up and made my way to the door to inspect it.


“Don’t wander off too far,” Ted said with a glint in his eye. He wanted me to do it. And I did. I pushed the door to the side. It took more strength than I imagined. I slid the door open on the next car, now with the appropriate pressure, and strutted into the next car. It was a breeze. Nothing new here. I do this every day. I went in and out of each car. No one even noticed me. I belong here. My foot accidentally kicked the wheel of a lady’s collapsible cart. “Eh! Watch it,” she blurted. I didn’t pause or acknowledge her. Just kept moving. That’s how they do it here.


I had never seen such a variety of humans. And all crammed in so close to each other. A crippled veteran, a businessman, a break-dancer, an old woman. People of every race, age, style, and mood. After making my way through several cars, I made my way back toward the group. When I emerged through the last sliding door and saw my youth group imposed on the scene, clown noses and coconut tits, the feeling of embarrassment returned.


We finally reached our destination—Spanish Harlem. About a ten-block walk from the station, there was a park where Ted coached a basketball team as part of his ministry. In a single-file line we made our way down the sidewalk. Cars honked, and a guy shouted something at us in Spanish. Matt, Smoker Clown, had black hair and was dark complected. I think he told me once his grandmother was from Venezuela. “Do you know what they are saying?” I asked Matt. He answered, “I think it’s Spanish for ‘these kids have the Holy Spirit.’” Later I learned that Matt did not have any Latino heritage, nor did he speak any Spanish.


When we reached the park where our production was to ensue, I noticed there were colorful little plastic caps and small clear vials everywhere. The reds, yellows, blues, and greens bespectacled the concrete and patches of grass. I picked up a couple and showed them to Ted.


“What are these things?” I asked.


“Crack vials,” he said.


“Woah.” I sighed. That information quickly spread through the group, and we were soon all knelt to the ground seeing who could gather the most colors of crack vials. Leslie had a pocketful. “So weird. I’m bringing these home,” she announced. We all thought that was a great idea, and each of us filled our pockets with the free souvenirs—without any awareness of what a park littered with hundreds of discarded crack vials might mean about the actual community we had invaded. We came from Indiana to tell the people of New York City about Jesus. We had written and rehearsed our play, using clowns to make it easy for anyone to understand. And who doesn’t love clowns? And candy. We brought candy. We linked our hands together in a large circle, and then Pastor Greg led us in a prayer/hype talk combo.


“In Jesus’ name…” Pastor Greg said with a pause. “AMEN!” we all shouted. Everyone in the park was staring. Young children began to drag their mothers closer to us. When the kids realized we had candy, a crowd began to gather, and my heart started to pound again. I looked over at Lust Clown, who was a strange color of clammy pale even under the clown face paint. He looked like he might vomit. There were some teenagers with a basketball. We were blocking the court. “All right, everyone!” Pastor Greg said with a strangely calm demeanor. “On three, two, one…”


I have no recollection of the next fifteen minutes, or however long our clown play lasted that afternoon in Spanish Harlem. We turned to face those who had gathered around us. My hearing went dull with a slight whistling tone, and next thing I remember I was barreling down the steps into the subway station with a feeling of relief. We escaped unharmed. On the train, Pastor Greg assured us we had done well, and that we had done something good for that community. As a reward we made an unexpected stop for pizza in Times Square, where we stood on the sidewalk, gazing at the lights in awe while chomping on the grease and cheese. When Pastor Greg realized we were gathered right in front of Peek-A-Boo XXX Cinema, he steered us farther down the block.


[image: ]


All the guys were asleep in the church basement back on Staten Island. It’s possible Brandon, Lust Clown, was masturbating. It was quite dark, but it looked like his sleeping bag was moving in the crotch vicinity. I couldn’t sleep. The concrete floor was cold and there was a weird smell that hurt my sinuses. I think it was the large box of dusty hymnals by my head. But beyond the stench and uncomfortable sleeping surface, I was consumed with thoughts, and the thoughts weren’t in my head, they were in my chest. There were dark things growing inside me. Things that I was taught would separate me from God for eternity. That day, something about New York City called—simultaneously thrilling and terrifying. We were taught that each of us had a hole in our hearts and that’s where Jesus goes. And if he doesn’t, the Devil will get in there.


My eyes were adjusting to the darkness in the basement. I could see more clearly. Brandon was definitely masturbating.


2024


Today, I am back in New York again. This time, instead of sleeping next to a teenager wrestling with puberty on a church basement floor, I’m sitting in the window of my room at a luxury hotel in Brooklyn. From my window I can see Lower Manhattan. The sight of it no longer sinks my stomach.


I left my partner of over a decade. At fifty. What we had, while beautiful for a short era, faded. Then, we both held on perhaps for too long. “Should we stay together for the cats?”


I’m mostly okay—in a luxury hotel, after all. I only mention the luxury descriptor because not that many years ago I was homeless, living in a shitty 1997 Chevy Beretta. Now, I fly first class and stay in trendy boutique hotels that don’t have microwaves. This room is nice, but I do wish I had a microwave to heat up something to eat in the morning. A frozen breakfast burrito, maybe. I don’t like to show my face to the world before noon if I don’t have to, and the in-room microwaved breakfast facilitates that.


Starting over. Fifty. I don’t feel despondent; I do feel uncertain. All my earthly possessions are now in a climate-controlled storage space in Nashville, and I’m at the end of an eighty-city world tour. Homeless yet again, but with loads of cash this time. In the morning, I leave for Europe where a string of shows ends in Paris. Then what?


It’s not where I thought I’d be at this particular point in time, but now that I think about it—there were almost no points in time where I was where I thought I’d be. It’s all been a series of beginnings and endings, one leading to the other over and over, in cycles. When I wandered off on the subway all those years ago on the way to Spanish Harlem into a clusterfuck of teenage confusion and church scandal, I could have never known what was to come. That then it would end, and begin again.


As I face yet another beginning, I realize that one valuable part of having five decades now behind me is some level of clarity. In my younger years, I might have felt as though ending up in the same places again and again was the same as going nowhere. I’ve taken a long way to realizing that though the places might be the same, I am not.


This is the story of that.
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PART 1















SLEEPOVER


1985


“DO YOU WANT TO come over for a sleepover?” Timmy asked.


“I have to ask my mom. She’ll probably say no, but I’ll ask,” I said. Prior to this, Timmy had never spoken to me. He was in my sixth-grade homeroom and sat at the desk directly in front of me. The bottom of his belly was always poking out of his T-shirt, with which he was in a constant wrestling match, tugging and pulling at it to cover himself. Timmy explained that his mother had said to choose someone to come over and spend the night that coming Saturday, and he picked me.


“What will we do?” I asked.


“Just watch TV and stuff. You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” he replied tentatively.


“I want to,” I said. And I did. I had never slept over at anyone’s house other than my grandma’s. She was my dad’s mom. Her name was Eula but she went by her middle name, Alice. She lived on the west side of Fareville, where all the houses were old and painted yellow and pale green. On the east side of Fareville, where the middle class lived, all the houses were white vinyl siding with black shutters. It’s where the mall and putt-putt golf were. The west side seemed older and poorer. My parents played in a bowling league on Wednesday nights and my grandma’s house was near that. I’d fall asleep on the sofa while she sat in the recliner smoking Virginia Slims, eating circus peanuts and watching the giant wooden console television. I can still smell the stale smoke and something like Salisbury steak in the air. To this day when I hear the Taxi theme song, it reminds me of sleepovers at Grandma’s house. But I had never slept over at a friend’s place. (I assumed Timmy was now a friend. I also assumed my mother was going to shoot this idea down.)


“Sure,” she said without hesitation. I couldn’t believe it. She said no to everything, although now I realize all I had ever asked for up to that point was Lunchables or TV dinners. I loved the idea of little trays of compartmentalized foods. It seemed so neat. A little square of mashed potatoes and gravy next to a rectangle of cherry cobbler. Why would one eat any other way? She never bought stuff like that, and by the time I was old enough to buy TV dinners on my own, they had lost their appeal. I’ve learned life is a series of phases like this—wanting something, then growing a little older and not wanting that thing at all. When I was young it was TV dinners. In college it was a moped. These days it’s a refrigerator that dispenses crushed ice (although I can’t imagine this one is a phase). I also always wanted Jiffy Pop—that silver balloon filling up with hot popcorn right there on the stove looked like magic in the commercials. A magic I would never know.


“Are they comin’ to get ya or are we droppin’ ya off?” she inquired. My mom was standard-issue Fareville, of which there are two types: There’s East Side Polite, no cussing or smoking. Then there’s West Side Crude with smoking and cussing. Later I learned there was a North Side variation that was a sort of a hybrid of East and West but Catholic. We didn’t know any of those people, though. We were eastsiders.


“They’re comin’ here.” And that was the end of the conversation.


That Saturday, the strangest car I’d ever seen pulled up in our driveway. It was a baby blue boat of a vehicle with big silver fins launching off the trunk. It rumbled and coughed with a plume of white smoke out the back.


“Aren’t ya gonna take yer toothbrush?” my mom asked from the couch. She was always engaged in a solitary activity. A puzzle. A paperback romance. My younger sister was almost certainly in her room on the phone and my dad in the garage building something. I went to the bathroom and stuck my toothbrush into my coat pocket.


“The phone number is by the answering machine,” I told her.


“I saw it. Have fun,” she said, without looking up from her crossword puzzle. As I approached the alien craft, I could see there were two women in the front seat. Timmy was in the back.


“Hi, Kevin!” a round female voice said from inside. I opened the door and got in. “I’m Gayle and this is Timmy’s grandmother Mrs. Gellar. You can call me Gayle.”


“Okay,” I responded meekly.


“We’re gonna go get some dinner, are ya hungry?” Gayle asked.


“We’re gonna get a pu pu platter,” Timmy added. I giggled because I thought he was making a joke.


“You had a pu pu platter before, Kevin?” Gayle asked, her heavily mascaraed eyes twinkling at me in the rearview mirror.


“I don’t think so,” I replied.


Both Gayle and Mrs. Gellar had what I would now call retro 1960s hairdos, but that’s not a reference I knew then. From the back seat they looked like two orbs of curls and hair spray. The sort of hair one would cover with those plastic bonnets if it was raining. Both wore fur coats. During the entire ride we engaged in lively conversation—a stark contrast from car rides with my family. In the Thornton household, our car trips to dinner were mostly silent. So were the dinners. Here in Gayle’s car everyone was laughing and talking over each other. And with each subject she would toss the conversation back to me and Timmy, asking for our input.


“Timmy, if your prize on The Price Is Right was a new car, would you keep it or go for door number two?”


“No way, I’d keep the car!” Timmy blurted out.


“How about you, Kevin? What if it was a boat?” Gayle asked.


“A boat? Hmmm. I woulda kept the car, but if it’s a boat I’m goin’ for door number two,” I said excitedly, looking into the rearview mirror to see if I got Gayle’s approval. “Oh, a man who takes risks, I see…” she said with a wink. We pulled into the parking lot of Showbiz Pizza, a place my family had gone many times. It was in a strip mall with a liquor store and the Shoe Carnival, but we were headed toward a storefront I’d never considered going into: House of Yen. My father had warned me about this place. “They eat raw fish in there!” he’d said.


The door was black glass with a neon sign above it. Gayle pulled open the door and gestured with her red nails.


“Welcome to House of Yen!” she said in a playfully mysterious tone. The interior was dimly lit with a faint orange glow cast on the dining room tables and bar. A giant lacquered dragon sculpture hung above the host stand.


“How many?” said a woman in a sleek black kimono. She was looking at me for the response. I looked at Gayle for her permission to answer, and she raised her brow and nodded.


“There’s four of us,” I said.


“A booth, please,” Gayle requested. In single file we worked our way toward the back of the dining room through a maze of exotic room dividers and paper umbrellas. The host gestured to a large round table surrounded by draped red silks. A dim lantern hung right above the center of the table.


“Is this place like… really expensive?” I whispered to Timmy.


“I don’t think so, we eat here all the time,” he replied.


“Timmy, help your grandmother,” Gayle snapped as Mrs. Gellar struggled to maneuver into the seat. Timmy took her giant duffle bag of a purse, and she sat down with a plop, winded.


“What kinda Coke do you want?” Timmy inquired.


“I guess Dr. Pepper,” I replied. In late 1980s Fareville, all soft drinks were referred to as “Coke” regardless of what brand they were. So if one were to ask, “Do you want a Coke?” they would follow up with “What kind?” And then you would specify. Unless you wanted a root beer. Root beer was not Coke.


“Let’s start with hot and sour soup,” Gayle ordered. Moments later a tiny black-plastic bowl was sitting before me containing the strangest-looking soup. Everyone began to slurp it up, and so I did as well. It was delicious, but unlike anything I’d ever tasted with varying textures I couldn’t identify. Then something squishy slid across my tongue. I remembered what my father warned me.


“Is this raw fish?” I asked, trying to play it cool. Mrs. Gellar laughed.


“No, those are mushrooms,” Gayle answered. “They don’t serve sushi here.”


Later the server placed a larger round serving tray in the center of the table. “Pu pu platter,” she said. We didn’t even order it. It was understood that that was what Gayle wanted. In the middle was a tiny black pot with flames licking the tiny grill on its top. There were meats on sticks and crispy fried things.


“Dig in!” Gayle said with glee. Timmy immediately placed a piece of meat onto the little fire, then popped something crunchy into his mouth. Half of it fell down the front of his shirt as he open-mouth chewed the other half. I placed one of the meats on a stick onto the grill. “There’s crab rangoon,” Gayle said while pointing to the platter. “Egg rolls. Those are crispy beef.” I took one of each.


A sappy ballad played overhead with a singer crooning in a language I didn’t recognize. Gayle let out a long sigh, the sound one might make after a long day at work, and her eyes glazed over. An unusual hush fell over the table. Mrs. Gellar pulled a Harper’s Bazaar out of her purse and began to read.


The car ride back to Timmy’s house was quiet. It was a more familiar energy to me. They lived in the apartment complex across the street from our school. I remember then thinking how cool it would be to live there. At the end of the school day, you could just cross the street and be home. It wasn’t until adulthood that I learned they were government-subsidized Section 8 with a miserable building manager. As soon as Gayle cracked the front door open, two miniature poodles lost their minds.


“That’s Mabel and Matty,” Timmy said as I stepped in and looked around. Every bit of space in that apartment was filled with objects. Stacks of old musty books. Paintings and ornate mirrors. A fireplace mantel displaying dozens of framed family photos and a black ceramic, green-eyed jaguar. Mrs. Gellar and Gayle slipped quietly off into other rooms.


“What’s your bedtime?” I asked Timmy.


“What’d you say?” His face lit up with disbelief. Then he burst out in hysterical laughs.


“Mom, Kevin just asked when bedtime is!” Then he rolled on the floor, giggling dramatically. Matty began to bark and jump.


“There’s nothing wrong with having a bedtime,” said Gayle from the kitchen. “Maybe you should have one.”


“Fuck no!” he said. “Kevin, stop givin’ my mom dumb ideas!” My mouth hung open. What was wrong with Timmy? I was already thinking about what I’d tell my mom when Gayle inevitably canceled the sleepover and dropped me back off late at night. But then, from the other room, Gayle said, simply, “I already said you can say ‘damn’ but not ‘fuck.’” Then without moving from his spot on the floor, Timmy grabbed the dial of the television with his bare toes and expertly flipped on the TV. “Ooooh, Night Flight! Yessss,” he hissed. Night Flight was definitely past my bedtime. It wasn’t a show my parents ever watched, but the TV was always playing in our house even if no one was watching it. Sometimes I would hear the theme song for Night Flight as I was falling asleep. Often I would get up and poke just enough of my head into the hallway that I could see the television screen. It was a show that played early into the morning that featured music videos—weird, animated shorts, and, on that particular night,Pink Floyd’s The Wall. Gayle appeared in the hallway and, in a put-on British accent, yelled,


“How can you have any pudding if you don’t eat yer meat?” She was looking at me with an insane expression. It actually frightened me a little, and I laughed out of nervousness.


“Huh?”


“It’s from the movie,” Timmy informed me, pointing to the TV. “You ain’t seen The Wall?”


“No. Is it cool?”


“Well, you have to see it once!” Gayle said, then took a crunchy bite out of a celery stick smeared with Easy Cheese. “I’ll make some Jiffy Pop.”


Jiffy Pop. I looked at Timmy, expecting him to explode with excitement at Gayle’s offer, but he didn’t react at all. He was now lost in a Rolling Stone. “Can I help?” I asked.


“Sure. Hell, you can do the whole thing if you want,” Gayle replied.


I squeezed down the narrow hallway—made narrower by endless stacks of National Geographic—and into the kitchen. “Knock yourself out,” she said as she pulled a Jiffy Pop out of a cabinet containing multiple Jiffy Pops. An abundance of Jiffy Pops just there for the taking.


[image: ]


The next morning, I was startled awake by what sounded like someone pushing a love seat down the stairs. It was just Timmy, bursting into the living room. The last thing I remember from the night before was the movie The Wall—a chanting of “We Don’t Need No Education” as children fell into a meat grinder. Timmy flipped on the TV and plopped to the floor with an Atari controller.


“Mom and Grandma went to get donuts,” said Timmy, as his game of Ms. Pac-Man began. “You hafta use the upstairs bathroom, the downstairs one don’t flush,” he informed me. So I made my way up the dingy beige carpet stairs. At the landing there was a matted photograph of a white tiger. Below it several boxes of spatulas, empty glass bottles, and coat hangers. There was a faint scent of an old-fashioned perfume. At the top of the stairs was the bathroom and right before it an open door to a bedroom. As I passed it, I saw a box of Playgirl magazines just inside the door. I stopped for a moment and stared. There was a shirtless brunet with a thick hairy chest and a full mustache. I looked back down the stairs, and I could hear the bleeps of Ms. Pac-Man swallowing ghosts. It was absolutely terrifying, but I had to take a peek. Leaving the magazine in the box, I opened the top one a few pages in. It looked like any other magazine with articles and advertisements, so I grabbed a few more pages only to get the same results. Then Mabel the poodle appeared behind me with a shrill bark, and I sprang upright. This was too risky.


A few moments later I was back on the couch watching Timmy play Atari. He had moved on to Asteroids, the most boring game to watch someone else play. With the most unaffected tone I could affect, I asked, “I saw all those magazines in your mom’s room. That’s so funny.”


“No, it’s so gross! Have you seen one?” Timmy asked.


“No,” I said flatly. Timmy bolted up, dropping the Atari controller.


“Come back up here!” he said, flying up the stairs.


My heart was pounding as I followed him. Timmy grabbed a stack of Playgirls, jumped onto Gayle’s bed, and opened one. He began to crack up, holding up a full-page photo of a man in a cowboy hat, his flaccid penis in full view. “I hope I never get that hairy, yuck!” Timmy said. He turned the page and now there were two cowboys, both fully nude, standing in front of a horse.


“This is so funny!” I said, grabbing another magazine.


If it was all a joke, it seemed I was free to look. The one I chose featured a spread of a blond man with swept-back hair posing next to a Corvette. His red leather pants were unzipped, revealing the largest male genitals I had ever seen. Although, considering I really had never seen any other than my own, it was relative. Then I saw a cover featuring Geraldo.


Was I about to see Geraldo naked? I wondered. Did I want to see Geraldo naked?


“The donuts have arrived!” Gayle sang from the front door. The dogs scurried down the stairs and Timmy leapt off the bed and out of the room, leaving a full display of open Playgirls on his mom’s bed. We absolutely cannot be caught like this, I thought in a panic, and gathered them as quickly as I could, accidentally tearing one of the covers off. I managed to get them into the box, then made a split-second decision to pretend I was in the bathroom. I got the door closed just as I heard rustling on the stair’s landing. I flushed the toilet to complete the illusion, then appeared downstairs for donuts.


After that, Timmy and I became inseparable friends. Because his apartment was just a block from school, we’d walk to his house nearly every day and play Atari and enjoy delicious snacks that Gayle would prepare. She would sit in her recliner and pull Trivial Pursuit cards.


“What TV series showed the first interracial kiss on American network television?” she asked.


“No idea,” Timmy responded without taking his eyes off the video game.


“Timmy. We just watched this,” Gayle said in disbelief.


“Well, Gayle, I don’t know,” said Timmy dryly.


“‘Space… the final frontier…’” she hinted.


“Oh. Star Trek,” Timmy remembered.


“Kevin, did you know that one?” Gayle asked me.


“Yeah, I think I heard that,” I lied.


I loved talking to Gayle. She was the first person who talked to me like an adult. It seemed to matter to her what my opinion was. I didn’t feel patronized or condescended to.


“Kevin, where do you think we should go out to eat tonight?” she asked one sleepover.


“Uhm… Kentucky Fried Chicken?” I suggested.


And we did; the whole gang went to KFC on my whim.


On the weekends we would usually go to the mall, where there was an arcade and a nearby Chinese food place that gave out free chicken-on-a-toothpick samples. After a few rounds of Donkey Kong and as many pieces of free chicken as we could manage to get, we’d head across the street to the movie theater. That summer, one of those movies changed the course of our friendship forever: The Karate Kid.















I NEVER SPOKE TO TIMMY GELLAR AGAIN


IF YOU WERE THERE, you remember that pivotal cinematic experience that ushered in an era of seventh graders wielding nunchucks and Chinese throwing stars. One time I went into my backyard to practice throwing the sharpened stars at the wooden privacy fence my dad had just installed. On the first throw I overshot, and it went straight through the neighbor’s window, shattering the pane. (Today I still think it’s strange that I never heard a word about it from the neighbors. Although it just occurred to me it’s possible they thought an actual ninja was after them and they were scared into silence.)


At the theater, after Daniel crane-kicked Johnny Lawrence and the credits rolled, I was thrilled. But Timmy was out of his mind. He leapt from his seat and went straight into a kick, sending his bag of popcorn flying. He turned to me with a wild look and punched me in the arm. “Timmy, quit it!” I pleaded. But it wasn’t even Timmy in there anymore. It was some sort of ADHD-fueled Cobra Kai version of Timmy that kicked and punched me all the way to the parking lot. It was playful but it still hurt, and I begged him to stop.


“I’m gonna call my mom to come get me,” I said at the pay phone in the lobby.


“No!” he said, snapping out of his karate mania. “My mom is here.” Timmy karate-chopped me multiple times from the back seat on the ride home. There was no escape.


“Timmy, goddammit settle down!” Gayle screeched.


Gayle eventually suggested we focus our newfound martial arts obsession into something useful, and every Thursday night she drove us to River City Tae Kwon Do. It started out as a blast, but as our seventh-grade year went on, I excelled, and Timmy didn’t. Our instructor, Tammy, loved me but treated Timmy as a burden. The gawkiness of puberty slid from me quickly, but somehow Timmy was getting clumsier and greasier.


By the seventh-grade dance, I was dating the head cheerleader, Heather, whose eye I’d caught in the hallway the first week school was back in session. She’d smiled back and I asked her out, and she agreed. “Dating” was a loose term at that age, but she did make me learn the Dirty Dancing choreography to perform “spontaneously” at the school dance. (We were well-rehearsed, but at the iconic lift I panicked and dropped her to the floor. She slid down the back side of my body and onto the floor. Heather was not pleased.)


Timmy did not attend the seventh-grade dance. We stayed friends, but we had less and less in common, and Heather didn’t want to be seen with him. I just went along with what she wanted. That summer before eighth grade, I split my time equally between going to the pool with Heather and her friends and with Timmy. Heather liked to go to Hartke Pool where they blasted Top 40 radio and had a refreshment stand that sold more than just chips and Cokes like the other pools did. We’d get a paper basket of fries and drench it with stripes of ketchup, its sweet smell mixed with chlorine and suntan lotion and all of it baking under the sun. My times spent with Timmy were relegated to the mall, the days and nights of sleepovers behind us. He had grown to hate being home, as both Mrs. Gellar and Gayle rarely left their beds anymore. I never knew why. They were two characters bound together. And together they seemed like two people giving up. I hadn’t seen either of them the last several times I had been there, only heard them as they cried from their respective rooms, “Timmy! Bring me the hot water bottle!” and “Timmy, let Mabel out to pee and poop!”
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