Chapter 1

“Okay, little man, today is the big day,” Francis Xavier Moran, Jr. said to his younger
brother, John Paul, as he walked into the kitchen of their home in River Hills, Queens.
The fake wood paneled clock radio on the counter gave voice to the animated chatter of
one of the New York radio stations’ morning show, filling the sunlit, white and yellow
kitchen with the hosts’ inane banter. Xavier paused in tying his tie long enough to reduce
the volume.

“It’s already twenty after seven, you finished breakfast yet?” he asked John Paul across
the white kitchen table, where the thirteen-year-old boy sat in front of some dirty dishes.
“Have you got everything you need for today?”

“Jun-, um, Xavier?” John Paul said tentatively, brushing back the thick thatch of medium
brown hair that constantly spilled over his brow and got in his hazel eyes.

“S-sorry,” John Paul muttered, breaking the eye contact to look down at the kitchen table
and the empty dishes still in front of him.

“It’s okay, John Paul. You can still call me Junior, I’ve told you that.” Xavier sat down
at the round kitchen table across from his brother and smoothed down his powder blue
tie. “What’s up?” he asked gently.

John Paul raised questioning eyes and Xavier thought, ‘Uh oh.” Margaret Moran, the
boys’ mother, had always said that John Paul had “weather vane eyes. You always know
which way his wind is blowing by the color they turn.” Looking into the dark brown
color that dominated the boy’s changeable irises, Xavier thought to himself, ‘Storm
warning.’

“Zhay-vee-ah, I need some help with these things,” John Paul said. Xavier could hear the
tone in John Paul’s voice that meant the younger boy was trying to keep from whining
but was having a hard time of it.

“Okay, let me take a look,” Xavier said and reached over his brother’s breakfast dishes to
take the large index cards that the boy had had spread out beside his place at the kitchen
table. Looking at them, Xavier could see that they were the emergency contact cards
from the local junior high school. Xavier had taken John Paul to orientation the previous
week and knew that the cards had to be filled out and returned today, on John Paul’s first
day.

“Hmm, you’ve got this part, your name, address and phone number,” Xavier said.
Looking at John Paul over the top of the card, he kidded his brother, “I should hope you
know those by heart.”

“Zhaaaay,” John Paul said, rolling his eyes.



Xavier was pleased with himself at getting that nearly tearful note out of his brother’s
voice.

“Xavier, I, um, I need help with this part,” John Paul said, reaching across the small
kitchen table and pulling down the edge of the card Xavier was holding in to point to the
lines beneath the ones that he had already filled in.

‘What now?’ Xavier thought, returning to his scrutiny of the large index card. Xavier
read through the descriptions of the required information on the emergency contact card,
which was only a slightly darker blue than his shirt and matching tie. Reading the
descriptions for the lines John Paul had pointed to, Xavier thought to himself, ‘Oh joy.
As though the first day of junior high school wasn’t trial enough for him.” Resolving not
to give voice to that thought, he read aloud from the emergency contact card.

“Name of primary guardian,” he said, ignoring the part that said ‘Name of mother or -.
Looking at John Paul over the top of the card again, Xavier raised one eyebrow.

“Have you forgotten how to spell my name?” he asked.

John Paul blushed and stammered, “No! Of course not. Ium, I just, um, I didn’t know if
I should put Francis-.”

“Oh, god, no. Just put Xavier Moran, for the love of God,” Xavier interrupted.
Exaggerating a shudder, he explained, “I don’t need the school calling me up at work
asking for Francis or, god help me, Junior. It’s enough that [ work in a landscaping and
gardening firm. I can just hear how I’d get it from the servicing guys if reception
announced a call for Francis.” Xavier took the pen John Paul offered him and quickly
filled in the necessary information.

“Okay, I’'m your primary caregiver, your sole guardian. There is no secondary caregiver.
So we don’t need to fill in that part,” he said, drawing an X through the relevant fields on
the card. “Juanita is your alternate emergency contact. Name of a relative that doesn’t
live with you, huh,” Xavier said, putting the nub of the pen to his lips as he considered.
“Well, Peter’s close enough,” Xavier said, naming their mother’s cousin. Peter Carpelli
was the brothers’ closest relative in miles and in relationship, beside each other, of
course. “Better than Aunt Penny in Florida, right?” Xavier grinned at John Paul. “Hang
on a sec while I get Peter and Alison’s New Jersey address out of the house phonebook.
I’ve only got his cell number in my phone.” Xavier stood up and walked through the
dining and living rooms and on to the enclosed porch at the front of the house. He pulled
the old, tattered address book out of the drawer in the table that supported the home fax
and answering machine. After quickly jotting down the necessary information, he
walked back into the kitchen and sat down next to his brother at the kitchen table.

Sliding the card over to John Paul, Xavier said, “I’ve written his home phone number and
address in, now you fill in his cell phone number, you should know that by heart.”



John Paul did as he was told, filling in the ten digits without hesitating. Xavier checked it
and said, “Good. Juanita’s last name is Velasquez, with an E — L — A — S, fix that,”
pointing to the section on the card that asked for a daytime contact. The housekeeper had
agreed to serve as an adult who would be responsible for coming to the school and
picking John Paul up quickly, in case of an emergency.

“Good, and do you know her cell phone number? Excellent. And you’re all done. With
that one. Remember, this is for the City of New York,” Xavier nudged his brother in the
ribs with an elbow. “You have to fill everything out in triplicate.” He nodded toward the
other two cards still lying on the table on the other side of his brother’s empty breakfast
dishes. John Paul paused, not filling in the other cards yet. He didn’t raise his eyes to
look at Xavier but Xavier was pretty sure he knew how dark his brother’s eyes would still
be if he could see them.

“Hey,” he said softly, gently using one finger to raise his brother’s chin. “Hey, look at
me. It’s okay.”

”Mom filled these out for me, in elementary,” John Paul said so softly that Xavier had to
lean toward him to catch it. “I miss her.”

‘Well, shit, I don’t need this first thing in the morning,” Xavier thought. But “Me too,”
was all he said.

John Paul looked up quickly, trying to gauge whether his brother was humoring him, or if
the sentiment was really shared. Whatever he saw in his big brother’s eyes must have
reassured him, because after a moment, he nodded.

“What are you doing after school, did you make any plans?”

“No,” John Paul shook his head. “I figured I’d just see what was up with Rick and
them,” he added, naming his best friend.

“I need more details. Call me from Rick’s house if you stop there before coming home.”

At John Paul’s rebellious look, Xavier said firmly, to forestall any repetition of the
argument they had been having all summer, “You are mine. Every thing you do,
everything that happens to you, everyone and everything that you touch or touches you,
it’s all my business. Because you are mine. I am your guardian, primary, secondary,
tertiary, auxiliary route, freeway and highway. I expect to hear from you no later than 4
o’clock, you got that?”

“Yes, master,” the younger boy sassed with a small grin.

‘Good,” Xavier told himself when he saw that tentative start of a smile. ‘Keep going.’



“You have got to know this, ‘balls to bones,”” Xavier said, paraphrasing a line from one
of John Paul’s favorite movies. “Don’t you forget again,” he added, tapping a finger on
his brother’s nose as he spoke each of the last four words. John Paul wrinkled up his
nose and pulled away, giggling.

John Paul returned to filling out the remaining cards, listing his brother as his primary
guardian, without hesitation. This time he managed to ignore the part that said ‘mother
or.’

Xavier gave a silent sigh, ‘First battle of the day down. Sixteen billion to go.” On the
heels of that thought, the next one trod, ‘I need more coffee.” He looked up and across
the table to the counter that ran from the window that overlooked the driveway that ran
along the side of the house. Xavier continued to gaze around the bright room, taking in
the counter that began beneath the window and ran perpendicular to that wall, all along
the interior one, to the doorway that separated the kitchen from the back hallway. The
counter held the sink that Frank, the boys’ father, had put in last November, just under a
year ago now. Beneath it was the garbage disposal that had been installed that same day,
and next to it, almost directly across from where Xavier now sat at the kitchen from table
was the dishwasher below the counter and the microwave on it. Both were recent
purchases, bought and installed within the last month by Xavier. The counter picked up at
the local home improvement depot continued over the cabinets that his father had built
himself, running up to the stove, which was almost as old as the house and just as well
constructed. The stove stood next to the doorway of the hallway that led to the bathroom
and bedrooms. Across from the stove was the entry to the pantry created when Frank
added a half wall that ran from the doorway between to the kitchen and the living room,
to the doorway between the kitchen and the back hall, leaving only enough space for an
unframed doorway to the pantry. Frank had added more counter space by building in
cabinets and topping them with the left over ready-made stuff gotten from the local home
depot. He then built in overhead cabinets above the counter, putting in the outlet for the
refrigerator and for the coffee maker, during all of the renovations early that year.

“We can use the little room this half wall here makes for a pantry,” Frank had said to
Margaret when she came home from work the day he completed the construction. “This
way the whole world doesn’t have to see how many cans of soup we have should we
forget to close a cabinet door,” Frank had added. Margaret had been very pleased with
the arrangement, the one time she had seen it, between trips to the hospital. ‘We should
pull those out and make the room bigger,” Xavier thought to himself as he always did
these days, whenever he sat in the kitchen long enough to recall the time he spent helping
his father rearrange the ground floor kitchen, back when they were cutting up the one
family home in to separate apartments. ‘At least then I wouldn’t be reminded of how
sick Mom looked,” Xavier told himself as he stood up from his seat at the kitchen table.
He hated to think about how his mother’s smile had made the horrible weight loss more
obvious, the bladelike look of her high cheekbones, and the bloodless cast of the full lips
she had passed on to both of her sons.



Xavier came out of the brief reverie and found himself gazing at the nearly full coffee pot
where it sat on the counter beside the refrigerator. Glancing up, Xavier’s blue eyes met
the nearly black ones of Juanita Velasquez, the Moran’s housekeeper and John Paul’s
daytime minder. He was surprised to see her standing beside the coffee pot. He hadn’t
noticed that she was in the room when he first walked into the kitchen a few minutes ago
and he realized now, when he had walked past her to get his cousins’ address for John
Paul. Twice.

The approving looking in her eyes, as she gazed back at Xavier, surprised him, too.
Juanita smiled at him and then glanced behind at the coffee pot that was just behind her
where she leaned against the cabinets.

“There’s more if you have time for another cup,” Juanita said, picking up the coffee pot

from the heat pad on the coffee maker and coming forward Xavier to fill the mug he had
left on the stove when he first entered the kitchen. He didn’t remember putting it down,

but as soon as he saw John Paul’s eyes, everything else — even his morning coffee — had
become secondary.

Juanita never brought him coffee, she only started the coffee pot that Xavier set up the
night before, when she came in each morning at half past six o’clock to start her work
day. The one time she had neglected to do so, early in her employment, he had
threatened to fire her. And his father had backed him up. Though all of the Moran men
preferred tea during the day, that first cup of morning coffee was sacrosanct to both
Xavier and his father. John Paul was still too young to even try coffee, and Juanita was
always trying to get him to drink anything other than tea. “It’ll stunt his growth,” she had
protested to Frank when she realized that he was giving his younger son caffeinated tea.
Frank had been blunt enough to say tell her to butt out, in so many words, that morning.
‘And Dad had already had a cup of coffee in him that morning,” Xavier remembered.

Now Xavier forced himself to return Juanita’s smile and asked, “Did we get your
numbers right? I put down the number here as your work number, and your cell as your
other daytime number, for when you’re at class,” he told the older woman as she poured
more coffee in to his mug. When she went around the table to look over John Paul’s
shoulder and check the accuracy of the information, Xavier added, “And under job
description I wrote ‘professional nag.’”

Juanita gave him a startled look and all but snatched one of the cards from John Paul’s
hands. She handed the card back to John Paul after assuring herself that Xavier had done
no such thing. Then she grunted and said to Xavier over John Paul’s head, “Professional
nag! As though you would be about to walk out of this house looking like you combed
your hair with an egg beater if | said half of what was on my mind.” The tart rejoinder
was what Xavier expected from his fiery employee, but he saw that she was still smiling
at him as she said it. ‘Curiouser and curiouser,” Xavier told himself, giving Juanita a
look that he hoped conveyed how weird he found her suddenly sweet behavior.



John Paul looked hurriedly back and forth between the two adults, making sure that this
wasn’t another battle about to begin. Then he rose and, gathering his breakfast dishes, he
told them, “I’d better be going, I don’t want to be late on the first day.” John Paul placed
his dishes on the counter above the dishwasher and came back to the table for his
silverware, before opening the front door of the device.

Xavier bit his tongue to keep from urging the boy to work faster as he watched his
brother methodically load the dirty dishes into the washer, one piece at a time, utensils
last. “What’s the two thousands’ version of the eighties’ term ‘anal-retentive?’’ he asked
himself. ‘Whatever it is, ’'m sure if [ looked it up, I’d see my little brother’s picture in
the dictionary.” Xavier quickly averted he eyes when the John Paul looked up from his
completed task. ‘Next on the agenda,” Xavier thought as the boy bustled around,
seemingly marking off items on a mental checklist.

Once his knapsack was packed with the items on the school supply list that the junior
high school had provided when he and Xavier had attended the orientation session for
entering seventh graders the week before, John Paul glanced around the kitchen one last
time. He gave a nod and then looked at Xavier and said, “I’m ready.”

Xavier went over to him and said, “Oh no you’re not, you forgot something. Actually,
you forgot two somethings.” Xavier hugged his thirteen-year-old brother to him with the
arm not holding the coffee mug and said into the boy’s dark brown hair, “Have a good
day.” Then he reached past the boy and snagged the paper sack off of the counter above
the dish washed and said, “And eat everything in here! You can buy more food with the
lunch card I got you at orientation. I filled it up with enough cash for two weeks’ worth
of lunches. But only buy stuff if you know everything that’s in it. If the ingredients
aren’t listed on the board outside of the kitchen area in the school cafeteria, you can’t
have it. I don’t care if it’s pepperoni pizza, you need to know exactly what they used to
make the dough. The pepperoni we don’t want to know too much about.” John Paul
grinned back at Xavier. Tapping him on his upturned nose, Xavier reemphasized, “No
food allergy incidents this year.” He turned his eyes up to the ceiling, turning his fervent
wish in to a prayer.

“Okay,” John Paul said, shyly returning the hug before taking the paper bag from his
brother. He looked over at Juanita where she stood at the kitchen sink, after putting the
coffee pot back on the heat pad.

The older woman smiled and came over to him and gave the boy a big hug. She said,
“Have a good day, little man,” calling John Paul by their mother’s nickname for him.
John Paul grinned at her and quickly turned and left the house through the side door in
the kitchen, running down the driveway to be sure he caught the city bus that was due to
run past their corner at half past seven o’clock.

Xavier looked at Juanita as she resumed rinsing out the frying pan she had used to cook
John Paul’s breakfast.



“What?” she said once she noticed the attention.

“When was the last raise we gave you?” Xavier asked. Juanita gave him a puzzled look
and said, “Just a couple of months ago, when I’d been here for six months. Don’t you
remember?” Xavier nodded and said, “If you had asked for it after getting him,” and he
nodded at the closed side door to indicate John Paul, “For a smile like the one just on
John Paul’s face, it would have been higher.”

Juanita looked thoughtful for a minute, and then returned Xavier’s smile. “I’ll keep that
in mind at Christmas,” she said. The chatter from the clock radio got louder for a
moment as the morning talk show announced one of their regular bits.

“Is that the time? I’ve got to get going,” Xavier said. He excused himself long enough to
lean around Juanita’s bulk and dump out the remainder of his coffee and then added his
emptied coffee mug to the load in the dishwasher. Then he grabbed his jacket, cell phone
and keys and rushed out of the door, yelling to Juanita, “See you tonight!”
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