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    For all the kids I came to know at Babies Hospital, Columbia-Presbyterian Medical Center, 1976–1990. Your faces fill my dreams and your voices still echo in my ears.


  




  

    Wait for death with a cheerful mind.




    Marcus Aurelius, Meditations


  




  

    Part I




    OCTOBER 30 - NOVEMBER 1
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    I SHIT YOU NOT. Hey, I’m totally reliable, sweartogod. I, Richard Casey—aka the Incredible Dying Boy—actually do live, temporarily, in the very hospice unit I’m going to tell you about. Third floor, Hilltop Hospital, in the city of Hudson, the great state of New York.




    Let me tell you just one thing about this particular hospice. Picture this: right in front of the elevator that spits people into our little hospice home, there is a harpist. No joke. Right there in our lobby, every damn day, this old lady with white hair and weird long skirts sits by a honking huge harp and strums her heart out. Or plucks, whatever. The harp makes all these sappy sweet notes that stick in your throat.




    How weird is that? I mean, isn’t that, like, a bit premature? Hey, we’re not dead yet. But it’s pretty amusing at times, in its own strange way, this whole harp thing. I can sit there in my wheelchair, on a good day, and watch people get off that elevator. They’re here to visit their dying somebody and they walk right into our little lobby and that music hits them and they sort of stumble and wobble, go pale. They have got to be thinking, just for a second, that they’ve skipped right over the whole death and funeral mess and gone straight to heaven. Most of them back up at least three steps, and some of them actually press the elevator button or claw at its closed doors, trying to escape. It’s easy to read their minds: they’re not the ones dying, right? So why are they here? How did they end up in harp-land? It freaks them right out, and I just have to laugh. The nurses tell me that harp music is soothing and spiritual and good for the patients. Okay, I say, fine. Maybe for the 95 percent of the patients who are ancient, like sixty and above, it’s good. But what about for me? Or Sylvie? Me and Sylvie, I say, we’re kids. We’re teenagers and we’re dying, too, and what about our rights?




    Okay, that’s kind of harsh, I admit. Because the nurses really are sort of cool and they get all teary when I say that, because no one, and I mean no one, wants to think about kids dying. But we are, so I say, Deal with it. Everybody dies, dudes and dudettes. That’s the name of the game.




    But that’s not what I want to talk about, really. Dying is pretty boring, if you get right down to it. It’s the living here that’s actually interesting, a whole lot more than I ever would have imagined when I first got tossed in here, kicking and cursing.




    Anyway, there is some mad stuff that goes on. Like what me and Sylvie did, night before Halloween, right in front of that elevator. It was classic.




    Okay, so maybe I better explain. My grandma—who isn’t as old as you’d think, because the women in my family have babies real young, by mistake mostly—once told me that in New Jersey, when she was a kid, there was this amazing night-before-Halloween thing that they called Cabbage Night. On this night, parents actually sent their kids out into the night to go crazy. Grandma says that there was only one Cabbage Night rule in her house: be home by midnight. Even on a school night! I mean, you can do a whole lot of very bad and very funny stuff between sunset—let’s say around six—and midnight, right? Here’s Grandma’s list of stuff they’d do: run through people’s yards and leap over their fences, screaming like banshees; throw eggs at everything and everybody in sight; put dog poop in paper bags, light the bags on fire and throw them on someone’s front porch, then watch the homeowner, usually the dad if there’s one around, stamp out the fires and spray himself knee-deep in shit; hit kids with sacks of flour until everybody is white as ghosts; steal anything that strikes your fancy and isn’t nailed down; tip over gravestones; tie nerdy kids to gravestones and leave them there until about 11:58; break empty beer bottles— after you drink the beer somebody’s cool uncle bought you—on curbs and threaten to cut other kids’ throats; set out nails point-up on the streets, hoping to pierce car tires; and—well, whatever kids could think of. I mean, it’s just so unbelievable to me that the parents let this stuff go on, year after year. Grandma says that when she was a kid, she came home at midnight every year bruised, covered in yolk, flour and beer, half-drunk and all the way exhausted. And here’s the best thing: no one cared. In fact, her parents hadn’t even bothered to wait up for her. Grandma says her folks figured, what the hey, better the kids get this shit out of their systems once a year than dribble out bits of badness every other day on the calendar. So they just said, “Go ahead on and get it over with. Just don’t kill anybody, okay?”




    I swear, this is all relevant to me and Sylvie’s own little Cabbage Night performance because, as I believe I mentioned, we’re kids, hospice hostages or not.




    Luckily, that was one of the days that Sylvie was feeling strong enough to get up. Or she made herself strong enough, because I’d been bugging her for three days, telling her how funny this whole thing was going to be. Anyway, we waited until 5:30 P.M., October 30. The harp lady knocks off, unless someone requests her services, at 5:00 P.M. And 5:30 is when most of the long-faced loved ones show up to visit. And the nurses are real busy with supper trays and whatnot. So here’s what we did.




    We donned our preplanned, not-so-gay attire in our separate rooms, and then we wheeled ourselves quietly into the little lobby and we took up the harpy’s usual space. We sat in our wheelchairs with, like, insane death mask makeup on our faces—pale green with big black circles around our eyes and streaks of red dripping from our lips. (One of Sylvie’s little brothers brought her a vampire makeup kit and had the sense to keep his trap shut about it. Good kid.) And we had my collector’s item Black Sabbath T-shirts on, and Sylvie—it surprised me that she had the energy, but the girl was really into it, I guess—she had made a big red devil fork thing out of an IV pole. She’d actually painted the whole thing with nail polish, a real project, and she was holding on to that. And I’d put one of my uncle’s rave tapes—all screaming cool distortion—into the CD player on my lap, and we blasted that sucker every time some poor fool stepped off the elevator. And I held up my sign—GOING DOWN—THIS MEANS YOU!!!!!—written in fake flames. Whenever somebody gasped and backed up, me and Sylvie, we cackled and screeched like insane demons.




    Okay, so it was just a childish joke. Funny as all hell, though. But Sylvie—that girl is much tougher than you’d think, given she’s about five feet nothing and bald—she took it maybe a smidge too far. See, she’d planned something she didn’t tell me about, something totally in the Cabbage Night tradition that she’d come up with on her own and kept quiet about. And she pulled it off without blinking an eye.




    Here’s what Sylvie did: she reached behind her back and pulled out a cigarette lighter and three boxes of Kleenex. She was quick as anything. She clicked the lighter and lit those babies up—one, two, three—and threw them down on the floor. No shit! Real flames, shooting all over the place. For about one millisecond. Then all hell really did break loose. Nurses and doctors and custodians and volunteers and counselors and food service dudes and probably the priests and rabbis, too—there are always about six guys in black wandering our little hallway—they all came running and shouting, and about nine thousand feet stomped out those three little fires.




    And me and Sylvie, we howled. We laughed our asses off, nearly fell out of our chairs. We just could not stop, even when everyone started yelling at us and telling us to go back to our rooms and not come out again. Because that was even funnier—them sending us to our rooms like little kids. Some punishment. I mean, what were they going to do, kill us? Sentence us to death?




    But, really, the best part for me was when one of the visitors, Mrs. Elkins’s son—I know him, I played gin rummy with him in the visitors’ lounge once—grabbed me by the arm and screamed in my face: “What’s the matter with you, Richie? Where’s your respect? What the hell is the matter with you?”




    And I got to say one of my favorite lines, the one I pull out umpteen times a day, whenever some new priest or therapist or rabbi or nurse or intern or floor-washer or visitor or whoever asks me what’s wrong with me. They can’t ever seem to quite get it. Obviously, I’m way too young to be here, so what’s the story? Here’s how these conversations always play out: They go, “Why are you here? What’s wrong with you, son?” And I go—straight face, big innocent eyes—“I have SUTHY Syndrome.” And when they go all blank and say, essentially, “Huh?” I get to say it again. “SUTHY Syndrome. It’s an acronym.” Some of them don’t even know what that means, but I always wait a beat and then spell it out: “I’ve got Somebody Up There Hates You Syndrome.”




    You know, it’s really a pretty good diagnosis, don’t you think? For me, for Sylvie, for anybody our age who ends up here and places like it, usually after what our obits will soon call a “courageous battle with fill-in-the-blank.”




    How else you going to account for us? SUTHY is the only answer that makes any damn sense.




    ***




    Anyway, that was the last time I saw Sylvie come out of her room for a couple days. I think it took a lot out of her, all that preparation and excitement. I mean, I can’t pretend to know the girl all that well since we just met when we both ended up here. I got here first, and she showed up a day or so later, and we met in the hall and both asked, exactly the same minute, sweartogod, what all of us long-term hospital brats ask one another: “What you in for, man?” And she said—because, like I said, she’s tougher than me, really, and never beats around bushes—“I’m here because the shitheads think I’m dying. But I’m not.” And I said, because I get, like, tongue-tied sometimes around girls, especially cool ones like Sylvie, I said, “Yeah, me too.” But I didn’t know which part I was “me too-ing”—the dying or the not. It’s sometimes not so clear-cut as you’d think, despite the term terminal. I mean, who can really say?




    Anyway, at least Sylvie got to get in trouble on Cabbage Night, like any un-SUTHY-stricken kid. When her family arrived on the scene, her father bawled her out for, like, an hour; I heard him. Then he lashed into the little bro who’d supplied the makeup, and the kid ran out of Sylvie’s room like a scared rabbit. That man has one mad-ass temper. Sylvie’s mother yelled at her, too, and then sat in the hall and cried.




    But let me say this right now: it was so worth it. Those flames, for just a second, they were real. Hot and bright and totally real, and for a few minutes afterward you could smell smoke instead of stale hospital air. Real smoke. And, hey, Sylvie got to wear makeup, and that was a real plus. I know she liked the makeup. She’s a girl, you know, even if she looks like some Halloween joke now all the time. At least I can still see her, the real girl under the death mask.
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    SO HERE’S WHAT HAPPENED next. After the whole Cabbage Night performance, I was beat. And being beat at this point in my life is like nothing you’ve ever experienced, I assure you. Let’s face it, I’m in pretty poor shape. I mean, I don’t want to dwell on disease details and all that, because it’s so boring and disgusting, but things get a tad rough, especially in the evening. And that’s an ordinary evening—this was Cabbage Night! I wish I could say I stayed up until midnight, like Grandma used to, but not so. I rolled myself into my room at, like, seven thirty, and then I sat in my chair, shaking and trying not to throw up, for about twenty-five minutes before Jeannette, who’s one of my favorite nurses, black woman with an easy smile, she came in and said, “Well, well, Mr. Devil-Man, you’re not looking so energetic now. You need some help in here?”




    And I tried to smile. But my face was stiff with makeup gunk and my guts were heaving. Luckily, I don’t eat anymore—my choice. Simple common sense decision for those in our position: if you don’t eat, you don’t have to shit. If you’ve ever sat on a pink plastic bedpan while people hover around your bed, patting your back and holding you up by the armpits, and there you are, trapped, and your guts are running like crazy, you get it. In hospice, they don’t force you to eat or even drink Boost. It’s cool with them if you choose to go just a tad more gentle into that good night. Anyway, before you could say “Boo,” Jeannette had a nice warm washcloth and she was wiping my face. And chuckling to herself the whole time. Dipping the formerly white washcloth into a basin of water that was swirling green, black and red and laughing, shaking her head. When she was done, she grabbed me under the arms and hoisted me up onto my mattress like I was three years old. I mean, this woman is strong. I’m skinny, sure, but I’ve grown a lot in the past year. I’m almost 6'2", rough estimate. That’s why I like it that 82 percent of nurses, according to the Richie Casey Unscientific Survey conducted over, like, a million years in and out of an amazing array of hospitals, are overweight. They carry muscle under the blubber and, man, can they lift. That’s the kind of thing you come to appreciate when most of your own muscle power has gone with the wind. When you’ve got legs like toothpicks and a rib cage like a turkey carcass the day after Thanksgiving. Oh, and something like 54 percent of nurses smoke. Of course they know it’s a lethal habit, but considering what they see, hear and smell every day, do you blame them? I’d love to smoke, too—and come to think of it, that’s something they should also allow us here in hospice, right? I’m going to bring that up with the administrators, I swear. Add it to my list.




    Jeannette fussed with the sheets for a minute, then she put her hands on her hips and grinned down at me. “That little drama you created was fun, my man, I’ll admit it. You and your girlfriend sure did break up the monotony, and I appreciate that.” Then the grin changed to a fierce scowl, scarier than any mask ever invented. Like Jeannette’s mouth grew fangs and her eyes spit sparks, sweartogod. “Only, if you two ever light a fire in this place again, you will be one sorry pair. If I catch either of you with a lighter or a match or two sticks you’re rubbing together, you will pay, big-time. And I do mean pay. Got it?”




    “Yes, ma’am. Got it,” I said. But, really, I was so stuck on hearing someone refer to Sylvie as my girlfriend and the two of us as a pair that I kind of lost track of everything else. And then Jeannette slapped a brand-new pain patch on my shoulder. That’s Fentanyl, every three days, 50 mg, some good stuff. Not quite as good as Dilaudid, IV, but I’m done with needles. No more pokes, pinches, pricks. That’s in the past. And they can still go up on the Fentanyl—will, they told me, whenever I ask. I think those things go up to 100 mg. After that, straight onto morphine, any dose, any time. They promised. Always nice to have a plan for the future.




    Jeannette also rubbed the antinausea gel that I call Puke-Away on my wrist, and I was happy as a little clam, drifting to sleep in a world where Sylvie and I went to some chick flick together—some lame romance that she’d talked me into—and that was okay because the next week we’d go to see the new Terminator for me. And then we went and got a pepperoni-sausage-double-cheese pizza, and then we fooled around on the big couch in her basement, and she let me get further than ever before, my hands all over her, everywhere. Lips and tongue, too. I mean, I’d almost reached heaven.




    And then a real devil paid me a visit. Sylvie’s father. Smelling like Marlboro smoke and bourbon, his face sweaty and purply-red. Porcupine bristles on his cheeks. I mean, the man just walked in. And that’s one of the worst things about this place and every other hospital room on earth. Anyone can just stroll on in. No one even knocks. There is not one iota of privacy in this place. I mean, sure, there are doors on our rooms and sometimes we can keep them shut for about twelve seconds at a time, but the doors have glass windows in them—as in totally transparent. So there you are, on display, day and night. Enough to make a grown kid cry. And don’t even try taping a poster or hanging a towel over those windows. Nothing attracts a legion of irate nurses and antsy therapists more than that.




    Here’s what I’d like to say about this, to everyone. Listen up: we’re teenagers. At home, we’d have KEEP OUT signs on our bedroom doors and—duh!—locks. We would slam our doors in everyone’s faces and hang out alone in our bolted, private, sanctuary rooms. Free at last, praise god almighty, free at last.




    But here? Hell, no. An example: here, Sylvie’s mother and her three little brothers hang around her room all day, every day. Hour by hour, minute by minute, all day. The little ones, twins I think, run Matchbox cars around the railings of her bed, and the biggest one—the makeup supplier—sits in a corner with a stack of comic books. Her mother clucks around her nonstop, all red-eyed and swollen-faced. Once, I heard Sylvie yelling at her mother, who’d probably just asked her something simple like, “Do you want another pillow, honey?” Sylvie just flat-out screamed, “No, I don’t. I want to be left alone. Leave me aloooooooooooooooooooooone.” Sweartogod, that last syllable went on for, like, twenty seconds until Sylvie ran out of breath. Then her mother—short little dark-haired Italian lady, all round and soft—and the three little boys scooted their asses out of there, every one of them in tears. Then I heard Sylvie groaning in her bed, saying, “Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit.” And I didn’t go anywhere near that room that afternoon. After that, the boys never come in at night anymore and the mother leaves around seven. Now it’s Sylvie’s father who camps on the fold-out in her room every night. So it’s still the no-privacy routine: mother and bros all day, father at night. And when the father is in there, Sylvie never, ever yells at him.




    And let me be clear about this: that man scares the bejesus out of me, even when I’m not dreaming about his daughter. That man is so mad, so furious, so sad and so, I don’t even know how to say it, so, like, nuclear-blasted by his daughter’s dying that he gives off toxic fumes. No lie, the man glows orange and smells like rotten eggs. Pure sulfur, I swear, running in his veins. And he hates everybody. He’s a lawyer, Sylvie says, but I don’t know—he seems more like the fucking Godfather to me.




    And this is the guy who just stomps on into my room and leans over my bed on Cabbage Night itself. Talk about vicious tricks. I am more than a little stoned and a little horny and beyond exhausted, so all of this has what you might call a nightmare quality about it. Worst case dreamland scenario, come to life. First, the man rattles the metal side of my bed. He leans over and hisses, “You awake, wiseass?”




    And I let my eyes open. His bloodshot eyes are about six inches from mine, and he’s breathing dragon breath all over my face. I put one hand under the sheet, on the red call button, just in case. Here’s the thing: you’re helpless in one of these beds. It’s a goddamn crib. Like you’re a baby. Talk about sitting ducks. So your only means of help is the call button. “Yes, sir,” I say. “I’m awake.”




    He leans in even closer and he says, “Then listen up, asshole. You stay away from Sylvia. Leave her the hell alone.” His eyes go all watery and he says, “Do you know how tired out she is after your little prank? She collapsed in her room, and the nurse could hardly get a blood pressure. It was like—like, nothing. Scared the crap out of me. You little prick.” He reaches out a hand and grabs the front of my T-shirt, still the Black Sabbath one. “I don’t know what kind of lowlife bitch raised you or why your parents aren’t even here, but I’m filling in for them, okay? And if you go near Sylvia again, you’ll—”




    But he doesn’t get to finish, because I sit up, roaring. And I just start screaming and swinging. Because no one, and I mean no one, calls my mom a lowlife bitch. I get in one good fist to his mouth before nineteen people run into the room and pull the man away from my bed. It wasn’t much, but I had the satisfaction of seeing blood curling down his lips before Edward, the huge gay nurse, shoves him out of my room, hard. See, Edward doesn’t like this man a bit because of an earlier shoving incident at the nurses’ station, which I heard all about. Stories like that fly up and down the hallways like demented bats. Any kind of excitement, any slice of good gossip, I mean, that’s our daily bread. And that day, the day of the incident, there was yelling and cursing and security called and all kinds of good shit to liven things up. Anyway, let us just say that Edward is not a fan of Sylvie’s old man. And that’s fine, because you want Edward on your side, trust me, and I’m pretty sure he’ll always be on mine. Edward’s got my back.




    And then Jeannette sits with me for a while, cleaning up my knuckles, which just split wide open on the man’s teeth. She wraps gauze around my right hand, sighing and tsking the whole time, muttering under her breath. I try to explain and only get as far as saying, “He said my mom was—” and she hushes me with a pat on the shoulder.




    “I know, honey. You just lie back now and rest. Your heart is going like a hammer. I don’t like that. Just shush now.”




    And I fall asleep with her hand soothing my forehead, and it’s almost like having my mom with me. Even though I’d been so happy that Mom wasn’t going to be here for a while, now it seems like I want her. I don’t know; it’s real complicated, isn’t it? Families. Teenagers and parents. It’s all very strange.




    Here’s the thing. It’s one of the parts of hospice that drives everybody crazy. Families. In the regular hospital wards, they keep some kind of check on how many family members can show up at one time and bother you, and there are some sort of visiting hours and times when no one’s supposed to be there, so you get a little time off. (Except for the Puerto Rican families in the big hospital in New York. Man, no one could keep those people out: grandpas, great-grand-somebodies, seventeen aunts with three kids each, never mind the parents and siblings— everyone came, carrying some kind of food in aluminum containers, smelling like garlic and spice and onion—the whole familia showing up day and night. Best damn meals I ever had, whenever my roommate was PR or Dominican or some other kind of Spanish dude. Or, come to think of it, an Orthodox Jew—then all kinds of stuff from the deli showed up. A feast. Here’s Richie’s free advice to all: if you’re going to be in a hospital for a while, claim you need to eat kosher. They can’t manage that in the institutional kitchen, so they order out. Brisket, bialys, corned beef on rye, noodle pudding, all of that.)




    But here it’s a whole different story. No rules about visiting hours and limiting the invaders. Here, as they like to remind everyone, they’re “treating the whole family.” Great, so it’s, like, mad crowded in some rooms, and even at midnight there are people parked all over the place, bored and impatient and stressed and total pains in the ass. Nonstop. Like living in the subway. It stinks.




    Okay, back to topic: my mom, the story, short version. Whenever I’m in the hospital, my mom comes in on her lunch hour and late every night and she sleeps in my room on the fold-out or cot or whatever she can round up. I mean, she’s kept up this routine, on and off, since I was eleven and started hanging out, way too much, in hospitals. Some of those stays were, like, months and months. Some just days. But she’s always been right there, curled up on some lousy cot, all night, every night. She’s got to keep working, so she can’t hang around with me all day. My mom had me when she was my age exactly—seventeen. And there were only us two, and she worked two jobs—whatever she could get, and luckily she’s good with numbers and can keep books and stuff like that, but sometimes it was just cashiering in Price Chopper. She worked her butt off, always, and she kept us in health insurance totally on her own.




    But my mom took a leave of absence from both jobs just recently, when the word terminal kept popping up on my charts and when, finally, the word hospice became part of my permanent temporary address. My mom, who never even got to sit her butt down and rest on Sunday all of my life, my mom took leave. My mom took what her prick of a boss calls compassionate leave: as in, no paychecks. I mean, how fucking compassionate is that? But she says she doesn’t care about that. What matters is that she’s been with me day and night now. And I swear she looks sicker than me, and she shakes and cries and has to go out for a smoke every half hour. At night, when she comes back in, I let her kiss me good night like I’m two years old, and then she falls asleep and I look at her curled up on that crappy couch, her cheeks all sunk in and her eyes all puffy, and I think I’m going to lose it. And sometimes I do, the only fucking time the sadness comes through and I want to kill anybody who hurts her and, yes, I’m aware that nobody else on earth could hurt her like I’m doing right now. And that’s the worst of all. That’s SUTHY with a vengeance. It just sucks, all of it.




    ***




    Deep breath here. Let it go, Richard. Deal. Three more deep breaths. Count backward from one hundred. Ninety-nine. Ninety-eight. Ninety-seven. Ninety-six. Ninety-five. Ninety-four. Ninety-three . . .




    Okay. So, this week, I got a reprieve. My mom got the flu. Big-time fevers, hacking cough, the whole bit. Maybe some nasty kind, pending blood tests. And that’s one thing even hospice can’t allow for its visitors. Flu. Crazy, right? I mean, we’re all dying anyway, but they can’t be allowed to speed up the process with a friendly push from a rogue virus. Don’t even ask. None of it makes any sense, and it makes my head hurt to look for logic.




    When I heard that Mom was really sick, at first I was scared. Funnily enough, I was worried about her health—and that’s a very strange turnaround, let me tell you. But suddenly, it hit me: I was going to have a week without parental supervision. I was going to enter adolescent nirvana, the week everybody dreams about when they’re seventeen, the week the folks leave you home alone. Sure, they call eighteen times a day—but calling ain’t seeing, is it? Calling ain’t supervising every minute. Calling can’t see the beer can pyramid behind you and the half-fried pieces of bacon stuck to the kitchen ceiling where your friends had a weird kind of tossing contest. Calling is just a tiny Band-Aid on teenage wreckage.




    So, yeah, Mom’s called me constantly this week—and called. And called. And called. And she said that she was getting a little better each day, so I could stop worrying. But I also knew that my time of relative freedom was short.




    Naturally, I was going to be as bad as I could, while I could. That was the plan. But we all know what happens to the best-laid—as well as the most half-assed—plans of mice and men, don’t we? Absofuckinglutely.
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    I WAKE UP ON Halloween feeling really down. I had a dream—one where it was Halloween morning, long ago. It was like one of the best days of my life came back, like it had just been tucked away behind my eyelids all this time, waiting for me to relive it. This time of year was always my favorite: the best kid-holiday in the world, followed directly by the buildup to my birthday, November 12—I mean, that is kid heaven. In the dream, things were just like they had been, once upon a time. I was maybe eight years old and totally, insanely excited about my werewolf costume. This was about three years before the real monsters marched into my life. Surgeons, oncologists, radiologists, all those guys with knives and poisons and lethal rays. This was in the good old days, when monsters were fantasy.




    Anyway, in this dream, just like in real life, Mom had sewn strands of brown yarn onto a brown turtleneck sweater and brown corduroy pants and even onto a pair of old brown work gloves. Then she taped yarn to a pair of brown boots so I’d be hairy all over. And she’d let me get one of the coolest masks ever—blew a big part of her paycheck at the Halloween store in the mall in Albany. We always made a special October trip up there. That place, it was my idea of paradise. They kept it kind of dark, with blue and green lights flashing around and tapes of screams playing all the time. And it was full of all kinds of masks, all hanging on the walls. I used to believe that the creatures lived inside those walls and just stuck their faces out to let me know they were there. And there were long capes and swords and suits of armor and . . . and everything way too expensive, but Mom always let me buy something incredibly cool, every year. That year, it was the werewolf mask. It had a long rubber snout and an open mouth full of fangs and a red tongue. Spiky wolf-ears and long gray-black fur sticking up on top. I loved it and would barely take it off, even to eat. So there I was, jumping around our little apartment, completely crazed about taking the whole costume to school for the playground parade we’d have in the afternoon. And my mom was laughing at me as she packed the outfit into a plastic bag. “Calm down, kiddo. You just have to wait a little bit, Rich-Man,” she said. And she leaned over and ran a hand over my hair.




    And then the dream shifted and it was the parade, and in dreamworld I swear I saw every kid in my third grade class: their faces, their costumes. Every single one, just like they were when we were all eight. Sharp as day, I could see their faces. And I could smell the inside of my mask—sweaty rubber and Snickers from my breath. It was all perfect: we were outside on this clear crisp day, leaves crunchy under our feet. We were allowed to howl and screech, as long as we stayed in line. And I knew, like you do in dreams, just know things, that Sylvie was ahead of me in line, only one person away. Like she’d just showed up for the parade, like she was a new girl in our class. And she turned her head and it was Sylvie like I never saw her, except in some pictures tacked to the bulletin board in her room, maybe: Sylvie with long black hair and sparkling brown eyes and dimples in chubby cheeks. Sylvie in a witch costume, pointy black hat that she’d painted stars and moons on and a long black dress that dragged on the ground. And I could see that she was going to trip on her witch-skirt, so I ran up behind her—oh, man, am I a chivalrous werewolf—and picked up the edge of her skirt and marched behind her, her grinning over her shoulder at me the whole time. And then there was a great big wind, and everything—poof—blew away. And I was left with a tiny scrap of black stuff in my glove and most of the yarn gone from my boots.
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