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Red Snow Day

St. Valentines Day, 2024, its clear and sunny in Kansas City, Missouri.
Its even passably warm if one stands in the sun. The atmosphere on the street is electric.
The Kansas City Chiefs have won Super Bowl LVIIL. A “Red Snow Day” has been declared.
Red Confetti will fill the air and drift through the streets today!

I can’t think of one specific experience that prompted me to pick up, leave
New York, and move back to Kansas City. It was the spring of ’13, and I
had been living in the city for decades. I was always in “the city,” meaning
Manhattan; I was snobby that way.

As with most New Yorkers, New York is a love/hate thing. The stories
are well-known. You can hear them in detail pretty much every night on
some late-night talk show.

“Today, I was trying to catch a cab, and this guy...”

“Today, on the subway, the worst thing...”

“Today, in midtown, the most beautiful thing...”

“The Upper East Side... Tribeca...the East Village is sad, all the artists
are gone...nothing but investment banker bros...”

As for the East Village, I spent most of my New York life there, and I
loved it. I went through ten addresses, all within blocks of each other. I loved
the Dominican and Puerto Rican neighborhoods I lived in. I loved the street
life: T laughed at the cheeky kids, the rowdy teens, the domino games, and
the endless chatter of the men and women that got louder with each beer.
The street picked up after sunset, rain or shine, no matter the season.

There were the ubiquitous homeless guys who had taken up residence
on a stoop or the sill of some bricked-up window. Theyd wave and chat

with the block’s residents, hurrying by on their way home. They were part
of the neighborhood.
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Our guy was Pete, who sat on the sill of a bricked-up window in the
wall of a drugstore on the corner of 7th Street and Second Avenue, smiling
and shouting “hello” to everyone on the block. I was part of the theatre in
the basement of the church, two doors down. Pete was part of the ongoing
street theatre that was the East Village. We'd often grab him a sandwich or
a coffee. He wouldn’t ask for anything, but we'd do it anyway. He never
seemed to lack a bite to eat, and he always had his ever-present half-pint
of vodka. Sometimes, the food didn't agree with him, and that could be a
little messy. Solid food had taken on the aspect of a foreign substance at
this point in his life.

Pete was a remnant of the dwindling Polish population of that part of
the East Village. He looked to be 100 years old, and he might have been.
When he was drunk, he would open his mouth in a toothless grin and let
loose with a harsh, ear-splitting, nasal howl of a laugh that could be heard
blocks away. It would taper off into a cackle at some hilarity only he could
see. Most everyone east of 2nd Ave knew Pete.

There is a small-town vibe on pretty much every block in New York
City. Not small as in quaint, small in the sense that everyone seems to
know everyone at least by sight. Not intimate friends, mind you, but there’s
a recognition, a kind of security in knowing that when push comes to
shove, there are familiar people around. I've always felt New York is a great
place for old people and kids, believe it or not.

Still, life takes twists and turns, and living in New York can amplify
these changes. I went from penniless theatrical artistic director at Cooper
Square Theater to working as a server and weekend manager at Cafe Tabac,
one of New York’s all-time trendiest restaurants, to successful hot-shot
partner in two trendy gay bars, Starlight and Wonder Bar, and finally to
broke manager of the SoHo Playhouse, a derelict Off-Broadway theatre.

By the way, managing an Off-Broadway theatre might be one of the
least “hot-shot” things one can do. Theatre managers are literally the low
man on the theatrical totem pole, maybe any totem pole.

All these angst-producing changes worked their spells, but they weren’t
what pushed me to contemplate leaving the city. I had a hard-core New
Yorker’s ego, after all.

If I left, was I a failure? I had been one of Details magazine’s “Downtown

100” during the bar days. Our places had been in the top three highest
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Zagat-rated nightlife venues for several years straight. The Cooper Square
Theatre had produced dozens of new plays and showcased hundreds of
young actors, singers, and dancers over its lifespan. Would I be able to
slink away and live somewhere else with my pride intact? It was a question
I constantly wrestled with during the last couple of years I was there.

And what of my theatrical career? I had moved to New York to be
an actor. Now, I was juggling the demands of entitled actors (“I've been
on Broadway, you know.”) and producers (“This play is a gonna be a hit!
Yeah!”) and techies (“What's with this shitty sound system, man? I can’t
work like this! They cant make me work like this! I'll walk out!”) They
never did. Nor did they ever stop bitching.

No, the last straw was none of the above; in the end, 'm sure it came
down to the scaffolding—the scaffolding and all that it meant. So many
scaffolded sidewalks herding humanity into tight columns with fierce,
cold, grey piping. Open-sided tunnels topped off by chipped, splintered
forest green plywood ceilings. Sidewalk scaffolding turns colorful people
into grim, grey pedestrians funneled through tight, narrow sheds.

New York is at its best in a late afternoon light rain—the shining streets,
the buildings starting to light up. The city becomes a kaleidoscope that
never stops turning. The sound is muted by the swishing of wet pavement
under tires and the patter on umbrellas.

A wet afternoon is MacDougal Street’s Caffe Reggio, sitting-in-the-
window time. Watching the people as the soft, blue-grey light fades to
black and the lights brighten with the darkness. New York is lovely when
it’s wet: saturated color and white noise.

But during the last bits of my New York life, more and more of the
glistening sidewalks were being covered by scaffolding. The gleaming
facades of the buildings shooting up toward the sky were hidden by the
rows and rows of two-by-ten planks overhead, obscuring the day. Bare
bulbs encased in yellow plastic cages hung along the sides, swinging in the
breeze. Scaffolding is ugly. Light bulbs encased in yellow plastic cages are
ugly. So, yes, I think the scaffolding is what pushed me over the edge.

The scaffolding is a shadow, a shadowing, of the city. The scaffolding
blocks the sun. Trash accumulates beneath them. Plastic bags get snagged
on the square wooden shims that level the frames. Bad smells intensify
under scaffolding. Homeless people take up residence beneath them. These
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constructions, with their obviously temporary status, create a prison-like,
fenced-in atmosphere that closes in on an already claustrophobic city.

It dawned on me one day that I had been walking through the same
scaffolding on East 9th Street for at least ten years. The idea that these were
“temporary” structures was disproven in practically every neighborhood.

A story by James Barron in the New York Times (“Making Scaffolding
Artful,” July 15, 2024) details the planned beautification of scaffolding
for this very reason. They’re attempting to make scaffolding aesthetically
pleasing, less of an eyesore, given that they are, more often than not,
going to be semi-permanent fixtures. Some of the designs look, for all the
world, like cheap, molded plastic dollhouses from a cut-rate toy store, or
reminiscent of those playgrounds for pet mice or rats made up of tunnels
that carry on endlessly, up and down, around and around. No sun. No
view. No air.

It was under scaffolding that I began noticing I was getting shorter. I
would see my unhappy reflection in the random window as I walked the
streets. | wasn’t looking like myself anymore. Were the buildings getting
taller, or was the pavement grinding away at my 5°10”?

The scaffolding was triggering me, and I wasnt even sure what
“triggering” meant. It was a recent, trendy term for a person’s particular
phobias.

“I'm being triggered!” One of our box office interns would gasp every
day, several times a day. “Iriggered!” she would moan as she ran to the
restroom to gather herself.

If New York is a concrete jungle, the scaffolding is the impenetrable
undergrowth. Tiresome. Ugly. The last straw. Triggering.

So, on a spring day in 2013, SoHo’s pretty, if fishy-smelling pear trees
were blooming. They were obscured, though, by my darkened, cloudy
mood. I was threading my way through a succession of scaffolding sheds
across Van Dam to Hudson Street and my favorite Halal food truck.

The comedy I was corralling through the theatre was a piece about a
hot, gay, up-and-coming, closeted TV star denying the existence of his
disappointed, more enlightened, equally hot boyfriend. There were other
characters like the lusting older woman and the ogling older man, and
so on. It was a predictable, well-meaning mess, and it wasn't selling any
tickets.
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Meanwhile, the monthly Homeowner Association dues at my partner’s
tiny studio condominium had become so overwhelming that, between the
two of us, it simply wasn’t worth the time and effort required to pay them.
It was time to cut our losses, sell, and get out.

There were no second thoughts about moving, although the arduous
process of trying to sell the condo knocked us flat. The inflated value of
property in New York was a definite boon, but the gauntlet one had to run
to get to the closing was ridiculous.

Over the previous couple of years, the occasional jaunts to my childhood
hometown were revealing. Kansas City’s downtown had been experiencing
a renaissance. There was a movement back to downtown living, particularly
among millennials. Condo buildings were popping up everywhere. Kansas
City’s elegant turn-of-the-last-century buildings were being rehabbed, and
glossy new towers were replacing empty, stone-strewn lots.

Those empty, stone-strewn lots had once been full of glorious old
buildings during Kansas City’s jazzy heyday, when it was known as the
“Paris of the Plains.” Along with many other American cities, Kansas City
demolished much of its stunning architecture and elegant design during
the urban renewal of the 1960s...including Annie Chambers” house of ill
repute.

Dad would holler up the stairs. “Get ready; I need you to play at the
mission tonight.”

My automatic reaction to this sort of summons was to grind my teeth
and silently scream, “No!” I'd throw a couple of shirts at the wall and kick
at the jeans strewn across the floor. I was twelve or so and chafing at the bit.

Being the son of an Evangelical minister who treated his children as
extensions of his ministry was a pain in the butt. We were preordained
to be preachers, missionaries, or teachers of the “gospel” in “Christian”
schools as adults. As kids, we would be drafted into performing at church
services, retreats, prayer meetings, you name it. We had God-given talent
and would use it properly...or else. We had to learn our vocation, see.

I was the rebellious one in the family. I hated playing the violin. The
impatient Polish violin teacher terrorized me every Saturday morning with
a lightning-fast slap and a tirade of strange, ominous-sounding words at
the slightest flat note or messed-up scale.
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“Vaht! You Want to be fiddley playing, like uncivil cowpoke?” Slap!

The more he shouted, the worse my squawking violin. It was nerve-
shattering for both of us, no doubt. Poor Mr. Shopmaker, he meant well.

I never made friends with that battered violin tucked under my sore
chin. But, for a miserable couple of years in my preteens, I toted around
the worn case at my dad’s behest to play for his services, including at the
mission for a bunch of starving, grumpy-looking guys who had to sit
through his messages. Now and then, my younger sister would bring her
flute, or my older brother would bring his trombone. If it was Tuesday, it
was the mission.

I would never admit it, but I secretly looked forward to the mission as
one of the more intriguing places we went. A homeless shelter in downtown
Kansas City might sound a little underwhelming, but this was a place with
a history. A history zealously kept from me and my younger sister. I was
always filled with a certain sense of heightened awareness when I went into
the mission. First of all, it was an enormous old mansion that had been
converted into a soup kitchen. But its current, haphazard state was no
disguise for its opulent, storied past.

It sat a comfortable distance back from the curb in one of the older
sections of the city. It was a large, multistoried building with a brick facade
darkened by decades of soot. It had stained glass and rounded towers
topped by widow’s walks and pointy rooftops. At the top of a broad set of
steps were elegant, carved double doors, all dark wood, brass, and cut glass.

Through the window on the left side of the doorway, one could see
bars. The right door was used to enter, and just inside, to the left, the bars
were revealed to be part of a small cage. Inside the cage was a shrunken
man of indeterminate age who pushed the button that allowed the door
to open.

He was a fascinating guy. His hair was painted on his bald head. It
could have been a tattoo, I guess, but it seemed too dark and detailed to
be a tattoo. I never heard him speak, but everyone seemed to know that he
was the one in charge.

The little bald man with the painted hair would see us into a massive
room that looked as if it had once been a parlor, maybe, or even a ballroom.
The floors were hex-tiled and patterned to look like Persian rugs. Looking
straight ahead was a wide stairway with opulent, carved banisters that rose
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to a landing. Rising from the landing on opposite sides were two stairways
going up to a balcony area where the upstairs hallways must have crossed.

Set in the wall on the landing was a very large, backlit, stained glass
window depicting a nude woman lying on a fainting couch surrounded by
clouds, cupids, birds, and flowers, her hand discreetly tucked between her
thighs. Her breasts were full and tipped with the daintiest of pink nipples.
She stared out at us unashamed, her beauty softly glowing through the
glass.

If you could tear your eyes away from the woman in the window
and survey the rest of the room, you would discover a haphazardly built,
portable partition to the left that hid the folding tables, coffee urns, and
serving trays of the mission’s dining area. To the right was what remained of
an astonishing room straight out of the Gilded Age. It was very large, with
ceilings probably fourteen feet high. On the far wall was a massive, white
marble mantlepiece. The lower half of the fireplace was hidden by a stage
that had been awkwardly dropped into this lovely, perfectly proportioned
room. There was dark paneled wainscoting and lovely ornamental plastered
ceilings. There was a plaster wreath of flowers in the center of the ceiling,
sprouting a few dusty wires, the remnants of a chandelier. Yes, this fabulous
room had seen some history; it was clear.

I was intrigued. I would study the room and run my hands up and
down the marble of the fireplace behind where our chairs were placed. My
dad scolded, cajoled, warned, and pressed the ragtag men, many falling
asleep, to come get Jesus. When it came my turn to play, I would grind
away at my violin, pretending I was part of the orchestra playing for the
ball, silken ladies and pin-striped gentlemen swirling around the floor.

During the service, I would watch the sad, shadowy men being
subjected to threats of hellfire and damnation. I'm pretty sure that most
of them thought they were in hell already. All they wanted was food
and a place to rest their heads. I'd stare out at them with unconscious
rudeness, wondering what, where, how, why. There’s something peculiarly
cruel about making tired, hungry, desperate souls sit through a preacher’s
barking harangue just to get at a stale sandwich and some lukewarm soup.
Even at the age I was then, it made me feel bad, complicit in meanness.

Now and then, I would notice the bald man with the painted hair
watching me. The “hair” was fascinating. It was a roaring 20s, golden-
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age-of-Hollywood slicked-back style that someone like Errol Flynn might
sport. He was a fascinating guy. Sadly, I never got to talk to him. I suppose
I was too young.

I wouldn’t find out until years later about that naked woman in the
stained glass window, Annie Chambers, aka Annie Santa Fe. She was
arguably Kansas City’s first independent businesswoman. She amassed
wealth and property, running the most opulent, sophisticated, genteel
“bawdy house” west of the Mississippi. Her girls were renowned for their
beauty and excellent manners, were well-cared for, and frequently made
good marriages. Annie saw that they stayed healthy. She took personal
responsibility for the occasional child that would inevitably come along.
She had herself, in a former life, lost two children.

[ like to believe the bald man with the painted hair and one or two
other ancients hanging about were all that was left of those accidental
children. As little boys, acting as butlers and running errands, they were
now living out their years in the house. Annie had become a “Christian” in
her old age. She donated all her property to the mission.

Caring for these men, the remnants of an era long gone, was a
stipulation Annie had given to the mission. The house would remain as
long as these last men were alive. After that, they could do whatever they
wanted with the place.

So there I stood on that rickety homemade stage in front of that
massive, ornately carved fireplace, hacking away at my violin. There was
something titillating about being in the center of that room, even if I was
clueless at the time. I felt a delicious buzziness in the air. The men were
still coming through the doors even though Madame Annie Chambers had
gone from selling pleasure to demanding repentance and conversion.

The glorious old mansion had been bullied, battered, and beaten into
a mission. Its opulent grandeur was hollowed out and refilled with wooden
folding chairs and a stage mounted on rough-cut two-by-fours. The crystal
chandelier had been replaced by buzzing, blinking fluorescent tubes drilled
into the once elegant ceiling. The welcoming double doors had become a
barred gate, opening for an hour a day to let the men in for a meal, but not
without sitting through the penance of a stern sermon.
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Somehow, the crusading Christians had opted to leave the magnificent
stained glass nude, nipples and all. Maybe it was Annie’s spirit, refusing to let
it go until she had seen to it that all her charges had been cared for to the end.

Like many of Kansas City’s physical remnants of historical importance,
the mansion has been replaced by an ugly “70s office building. Annie and
the girls are all gone, and at this writing, the bald man with the painted hair
has surely gone on as well.

Moving day arrived five months after the sale, during which we lived in
the studio, sitting on, and surrounded by boxes. At last, the movers came,
took our stuff, and after two days spent in a B&B (a sort of final farewell
to New York), we boarded our flight to Kansas City. Dan and Sharon, my
oldest friend and his wife, would be meeting us at the airport. We would
be at their house while we arranged for new furniture and waited for our
stuff to arrive from NYC.

My life partner, Michael, is an energetic, high-strung, very vocal
performance artist. His effervescent chatter about the golden age of
Hollywood, “Famous Monsters of Filmland” (his favorite magazine
growing up in Oregon), and encyclopedic knowledge of arcane film trivia
were what made him fascinating to many and somewhat intimidating to
others who didn’t give a hoot about black and white movies from the 30s.
His impersonations of classic horror stars and mashups of golden-era films
had created a highly successful career in cabarets and clubs around New
York City, particularly downtown.

Michael and Dan, a high school French teacher, live on two very different
planets. The conversation, the jokes, and the banter were all at cross purposes
and needed translation. It was a difficult start, to say the least.

Whoops.

Dan and [ went to high school together, were in the same fraternity in
college, and then went our separate ways. His approval of my pursuit of
theatre as a career was doubtful. (He certainly wasn’t the only one.) I had
not chosen a safe, by-the-numbers career that would play out on schedule
with benefits, insurance, and comfy retirement. That said, he loved to visit
wherever I was, be it Europe, where I spent a decade, or New York.

Dan’s wife, Sharon, was on a bit of a learning curve when it came
to the outsize personalities of downtown New York theater types. I don’t
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think she knew quite what to do with these strange creatures from the
East Village art and bar scene, though she did her best. Sharon was a
government efficiency expert whose career and expertise were centered on
predictability, stability, and affordability. These concepts are anathema to
actors, theatre, or anything artistic, actually.

Double whoops.

[ felt for Sharon, she did not always quite understand what Michael or
I were on about. We were odd characters that she, to her everlasting credit,
gamely did her best to accommodate. And to give credit where credit is
due, Sharon was up to the task.

We landed on a Saturday afternoon. That evening, we were scheduled
to stay in a downtown hotel with Dan and Sharon and a few of their friends
and attend a fundraiser for the Heartland Men’s Chorus, Kansas City’s
LGBTQ+ choral group. We had set aside proper clothes for the event. It
was an ostentatiously swanky introduction back to the informal city I had
grown up in. Michael was a nervous wreck, but was doing his best to ride
the transition. Staying in a hotel and going to a black-tie event was the last
thing we thought we'd do on our first night, but here we were.

After a brief visit to the very bare apartment we had purchased from
a distance, we sped off to the hotel, and a glittering, if awkward, evening
ensued. Salmon, filet mignon, or baked chicken were the choices and were
served up along with the aggressively cheerful drag queens. We wandered
through a silent auction of cruises, cases of wine, all-expense-paid trips to
New York City (I almost bid just for the lark), along with the occasional oil
painting or framed photo of the rainbow flag. But most of all, there were
watercolors, oils, and even sculptures of the National Football League’s
Kansas City Chiefs.

The Kansas City Chiefs are a very big deal in Kansas City. During
football season, there is red, lots of red. The Chiefs’ red is a very specific,
warmer, orangish shade of red, very bright—a little hard on the eyes. There
was a lot of red at this auction.

The next day, Dan and Sharon, always meticulously efficient, whisked
us away to Nebraska Furniture Mart. We needed beds at the very least.
They were expecting company, and we needed to be in our own place—the
sooner the better.
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Well, we were definitely not prepared for the Nebraska Furniture Mart.
Neither one of us had ever heard of this overwhelming, gigantic maze of a
place. We were escorted around to the living room, the dining room, and
the bedroom sections in dizzying succession.

It was during this whirlwind shopping expedition that I began to feel like
a charity project. There was a long-suffering overtone to what was happening.
Were we, the poor prodigal New Yorkers, being “rescued?” Was my ridiculous,
“artsy-fartsy” move to New York being dismissed as a pipe dream?

Was the cardboard box full of his grandma’s thrown-away kitchen
utensils, gifted to us by our real estate agent, the last straw? (We threw the
box with its rusty, tarnished contents into the nearest dumpster.) It felt so
insulting.

No doubt, our new Kansas City neighbors had the best of intentions,
but my worries about the “look” of moving back to Kansas City were
materializing. I hated the feeling. I vehemently disagreed that my life
and what I had accomplished—my theaters, productions, and nightlife
successes—were somehow sad and had become a charity project.

Those first few days in Kansas City were a bewildering dive into severe
culture clash. We were confused and very tired. It had been an interminable
five months since we had sold the New York property. Getting the various
boards, lawyers, and other hangers-on to finalize the transaction had been
nothing short of a miracle. It was a typical New York story.

In a dizzying rush, furniture was bought, and two days later, deliveries
were made. The unbelievably nice Nebraska Furniture Mart guys put our
furniture where we wanted it, and we were finally settled into a new home,
a new place. The arduous, nerve-wracking, culture clash aspect of the move
suddenly took on the sheen of an opportunity well taken. Things were
definitely—finally—looking up.

And to be fair, Dan and Sharon had been thoughtful to a fault. They
were used to Kansas City’s suburban mindset and were doing their best to
ease us into a different life.

That first night in our new home, we went for a walk. There were no
cars, no people, no lights, but the air was a revelation. The breeze, blowing
up off the Missouri River, had the scent of trees and distant showers. I was
practically floating up the sidewalk with happiness.

“Smell the breeze,” I whispered; I think to myself more than anything.

The Lindenwood Review m



12

I was in awe. I hadnt inhaled air so sweet in years, not even during
the occasional jaunts to the beaches of Fire Island. There was something
mystical in the breeze. It was fresh, wild, and untamed as it swirled up from
the river, pushing over the bluffs into the deserted downtown streets.

The Missouri River, traveled by French trappers and explored by
French priests who came upon it in the late 1600s, has been largely tamed.
Historically, it had been a wild, dangerous waterway, always filled with
hazards hidden just beneath the surface, much like Kansas City itself, as we
would discover soon enough.

Today, wrecks are found buried in the mud for miles along the
floodplain. The paddlewheel steamboat Arabia was lost in 1856. It was
fully loaded, and its contents now overflow one of Kansas City’s most
popular museums. The Arabia was discovered buried, and astonishingly
well-preserved, in a muddy Missouri field miles away from where the
Missouri flows today.

Kansas City and its surrounding counties have been flooded numerous
times over the years. Now, the river churns against its leveed restraints,
trying its best to escape.

Walking up Wyandotte Street that first evening, though, it seemed like
the gentle breeze was remembering the erratic, untamed river as it coursed
through the ages. It blew a sense of possibility and rebirth into our faces.
The self-doubt, the fear of questionable motivations, were swept away by
this lovely autumn breeze, disappearing into the night. It was whispering a
soft welcome home.

Our move was a little bit of magic mixed with much trepidation.
We suddenly had four times the space with one-third the cost. Nice. The
building was slowly filling up, but was only half occupied at the time.
Many of the larger downtown buildings slated for apartments were in the
process of being renovated. We were early on in the downtown migration
and were in a quiet, darker world, especially at night. There was no traffic
noise to speak of, which made it hard to sleep.

One evening, while getting ready to jump into bed, I heard the whistle
of a train echo through the night. I had so missed this sound, a sound I had
grown up with. The sound of a train off in the distance, blowing its horns,
is the sound of dreams. I loved that sound as a child when I longed to get
somewhere, anywhere, out of Kansas City.
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Starting with our attendance at the fundraiser that first evening, it didn’t
take long to get acclimated to how Kansas City perceives itself. Sports.
The Royals, the Chiefs, and Major League Soccer’s Sporting KC (and now
the new women’s team, KC Current) are the very reason to live for many
Kansas Citians. Yes, sports.

Our first month in Kansas City saw the Royals go to the World Series
for the first time since ’85. They lost it in seven games. But the following
year, 2014, they won, beating the NY Mets in New York.

Well, who wouldn’t attach profound symbolism to that? Moving back
to Kansas City after decades in New York, we go and beat New York in the
World Series. What?

So, why are a million people massing along Grand Avenue on Valentine’s
Day, 2024? Kansas City is waiting for the Chiefs to pass by in triumph.
The storied team holds a glittery, scarlet-dusted sway over the million souls
crowded behind the police barricades. It feels like the entire Midwest has
gathered for the occasion. Red confetti will be shot from cannons, creating
a ticker tape effect without the tall buildings.

Since ourarrival, the Chiefs have won three Super Bowl Championships:
2020, 2023, and 2024. This is the second Super Bowl victory in two years,
and there is already talk about the mythical “three-peat.” Almost all the
schools located within the 8,000 square miles of the KC Metroplex have
been given the day off. This is their Red Snow Day.

Today’s parade is magically happening on St. Valentine’s Day, and it’s a
beautiful day. The weather is mild and unseasonably warm. There’s a light
breeze.

For the countless youngsters short on patience, the hours seem like
days. They peer down Grand Avenue, rocking from one foot to the other,
practicing with the cameras on their phones. Is that huge guy with the
cowboy hat going to be standing in front the whole time?

The crowd, jammed together, is standing ten deep, shoulder to shoulder.
Old, young, tall, short, light, heavy, or just plain average, they have one
thing in common: the color red—Tlots and lots of red. There are red scullies,
jackets, shoes, scarves, glasses, pants, knit hats with goofy pom poms, faces
painted red, mittens, earmuffs—anything that can be a color is red.
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Some of the crowd have been waiting since the previous night when
they arrived to stake out their places with the sunset. By all rights, they
should be sore, stiff, and tired, but they aren’t. The anticipation will keep
them happy and warm for a little while longer—actually, for as long as it
takes. So they wait patiently, if a little anxiously. It won't be long now.

Michael and I worked our way down Main Street against the current of
celebrating Chiefs fans, toward the hotel where Dan and Sharon were
waiting, tapping their toes and drumming their fingers. To avoid traffic
and parking, they had stayed in a downtown hotel the night before, two
blocks from the parade route. It was around 9:30 a.m., and they had been
at the mercy of their impatient friend, David, who had gone on ahead. He
wanted to get to the parade early—a good view and all. He didn’t want to
miss Mahomes.

Not to be outdone, I was equally cranky that we had to get there so
bloody early. The parade wouldn’t pass by where we were until noon at the
earliest. Arriving early has no bearing on parade sight lines. This has always
been my parade-going experience, anyway. Once the parade comes into
view, you commence to wriggle your way around until you get to where
you can see. It’'s the only way.

As for Mahomes, we were in no danger of missing Mahomes. He’s
going to be one of the last people to pass by. Why would we miss him? This
was our third Super Bowl Parade in four years, and we'd never missed him
before. This, by the way, is a vivid testament to Patrick’s hold on Kansas
City’s imagination. How many people have pinned their hopes and dreams,
their very happiness, on his Number 15 jersey?

The 2016 arrival of Patrick Mahomes in Kansas City supercharged the
city’s sports scene. The Kansas City Chiefs had been slumping for decades,
but things took a turn with Mahomes. The fact that he looked like a living,
breathing Greek statue turbo-charged his adoption by Chiefs fans and
by Kansas Citians in general. He was a patient, eager, precocious, young
quarterback who embraced the professional aspects of the game like he'd
been born to it.

And for all practical purposes, he had been. His father, Pat, was an
MLB pitcher, and Patrick literally grew up in stadiums and pro locker
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rooms. He knew the territory, as it were. The crowds, the roar, the hype,
none of it fazed young Patrick. He was Kansas City’s first star to hit the
national spotlight since the Royals’ George Brett back in the 80s.

Mahomes managed, in two short years, to morph into something
nothing short of legendary. His abilities, both athletic and intellectual,
were unmatched. His play was genius, uncanny, even perplexing. The
Kansas City Chiefs started to win and win big.

Mahomes landed in what Kansas Citians call the metroplex. It includes
two states, fifteen counties, and dozens of suburban enclaves that extend
from the downtown area in all directions.

To the South are some of the wealthiest counties and townships
in the United States. Out to the North and East are some less affluent
neighborhoods of working-class folk. There is a noticeable amount of
poverty and homelessness in the East section of the city. To the West is
Kansas City, Kansas, home to Major League Soccer’s Sporting Kansas City,
the NASCAR track, Strawberry Hill, a Serbian/Croatian enclave, and a
large Mexican-American population

Kansas Citians are a diverse people. Still, the neighborhoods are
primarily separated by race, financial clout, and social status. There is an
undeniable apartheid quality to the city. Interestingly, the city’s generosity
is well known. Kansas City will always show up near the top of any list
when it comes to charitable giving.

While sports have ruled Kansas City for most of the last century, it
is not the only thing. Kansas City is home to numerous museums and
galleries, including the world-class Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art and the
Kemper Museum of Contemporary Art. The world-renowned National
WW I Museum and Memorial holds its place in downtown Kansas City.

The Kansas City theatre scene is alive and well, with numerous equity
houses jockeying for an audience. The City Stage in Kansas City’s famed
Union Station hosts the Kansas City Actors Theatre and the Theatre for
Young America. The Black Box in the West Bottoms is home to the Living
Room and Fishtank theatre companies, while up on Main Street, the
Unicorn stages world premieres. There are numerous others.

Kansas City also has a vibrant music scene. Kansas City jazz grew out
of the city’s checkered history. This dates back to prohibition when Kansas
City refused to “prohibit,” and the booze, brothels like Annie’s, and jazz
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clubs created a raucous, world-renowned nightlife that centered along 12th
Street and across town to the 18th and Vine neighborhood that the song
Goin’ to Kansas City made famous.

Kansas City is where Count Basie developed his signature Kansas City
Swing, where Charlie Parker developed his chops, Marilyn Maye created
her signature vocal style, and, in an odd twist, where Burt Bacharach was
born into this world, on Warwick Boulevard, no less.

Walt Disney played with a mouse in his studio at 31st and Troost. He
drew the little fellow and named him Mortimer. Mortimer Mouse was
Mortimer until Disney’s wife suggested that Mickey Mouse might have
more bounce, so Mickey he became. Ernest Hemingway pounded the
pavement for the Kansas City Star, while Ginger Rogers took dance lessons
in Independence, a Kansas City suburb. Independence was also Harry
Truman’s hometown, by the way. He and Bess lie in the courtyard of the
Truman Library in Independence.

Kansas City BBQ is considered the best in the country by the locals
and anyone with discerning taste buds (as Kansas Citians will emphatically
insist). Then there is the Taco Trail, which meanders through the Mexican
communities, the West Bottoms, and across the river to the Kansas side.
There are dozens of different styles of tacos, representing all of Mexico’s
regions, each more delicious than the last.

The Kauffman Center for the Performing Arts, designed by Moshe
Safdie, is envied internationally for its flawless acoustics and houses the
Kansas City Symphony, the Kansas City Ballet, and the Lyric Opera. All
that glass, cable, and white marble sparkles at the apex of one of Kansas
City’s loftiest hills, overlooking the Crossroads Arts District.

Kansas City is known as the City of Fountains, rightly so. There are
over two hundred fountains spread out across the metroplex. It is actually
a law that any new construction must set aside a certain percentage for an
art installation. That installation almost always turns out to be a fountain.

In short, Kansas City seems to have the best of everything, sitting as it
does atop towering bluffs overlooking the conjunction of two major rivers,
where the Kansas churns into the wide Missouri. (Note: Kansas City is not
flat.) Since those first French settlers arrived in the late 17th century, this
city, hidden in plain sight, has personified the proverbial “shining city on
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a hill.” Yet, it has always been one of those flyover places no one, anywhere
else, knew anything about...until Mahomes.

Mahomes wasn't just talented; he was handsome, and his banter
sparkled. He was the perfect superhero: smart, generous, and humble. Wigs
designed to match his signature hairstyle sold out. Hats, cakes, shirts—
anything that could be sold—suddenly featured Mahomes’ hair made of
yarn, string, icing; you name it. He was almost too good to be true. Much
was made of the phenomenal money the Chiefs spent on him ($450 million
over ten years), but he has proven to be worth every penny. Patrick’s NFL
merchandise would become the top seller nationally by 2024.

Aswe jostled, tripped, and stumbled over the occasional crumbling sidewalk
through the crowds, I had great fun watching the kids, in particular. We
were standing near a family I had seen when walking over from the hotel:
A boy, a girl, and two parents. Isn't this just the ideal American family?

Hes ten years old, and his name is probably Noah. He has his Number 15
Mahomes shirt on and his new phone, a Christmas present from Mom and
Dad, stuffed in the pocket of his new Chiefs jacket. The way cool jacket was a
10th birthday present from his uncle. Hes two digits!

He hops in the familys BMW SUV and stares out the window as it floats
down the ramp onto 1-35 at 135th Street in Leawood, Kansas.

Leawood, an affluent suburb of Kansas City nicknamed ‘the bubble,” is
in South Johnson County. Noah, his parents, and his little sister are headed to
the brand-new Loews Hotel downtown. The Loews has a swimming pool and
a splendid view of the city from the room theyve reserved on the sixteenth floor.
1t is also only three blocks from the Super Bowl Parade.

Noah’s parents and his eight-year-old sister, Ava, chatter excitedly. Ava's
learned a new word today— staycation!” Theyre off on a staycation downtown,
where all the lights are bright.

“Yay! A staycation, a staycation!” Ava chants as Noah covers his ears in
feigned indignation.

I made a semi-successful effort to turn off my mental grumbling about the
necessity of being at the parade so early. Why on earth should we spend
three hours standing on a crowded curb waiting for a parade when we
could sit all cozy and comfy at Mildred’s Cafe, sipping Americanos and
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munching on a croissant? To paraphrase: “Hey, Toto, were not in New
York anymore.”

No matter, we compromised and stood for two hours instead of three.
[ actually love watching people, so in the end, it was all good. It was time
to turn off my New York whininess.

Meanwhile, everyone has their phones in the air, taking selfies, pictures
of the crowd, of the kids hanging from light poles, anything. I spot a boy
across the street, maybe twelve or so. He’s with a very protective woman.
I imagine she’s his mother. He has his phone held up, taking pictures of
everything he sees. He’s in parade heaven.

Hes 12, and his parents named him Amir. Amir’s a good kid. Amir’s dad is
driving him and his mom from the East side over to Truman Road and Walnut
Street, as close as they can get to the Super Bowl parade. Amir’s got his red and
white Pacheco jersey on under his red Chiefs hoodie (from his gramma, who
spoils him). Hes wearing the red knit cap with the pom-pom that his mom
picked up at the hospital gift shop where she works as the night nurse. Amir’s
dad, KCPD, is on duty, so theyre really early.

A sleepy Amir hates getting up early, but he has bis pillow. Hell doze. They
set up their lawn chairs behind the police barricades and settle in under the
light blanket they have with them, just in case. Its chilly; the suns not quite up
yet. Theres already a crowd, but they have a great spot.

There are two kids balancing on a big guy’s shoulders, one on each side, at
the front of the crowd. An uncle? He looks a little young to be their father,
a little old to be an older brother. It makes me smile.

There are so many stories here; all these people, usually separated by
Kansas City’s invisible borders, gathered together in celebration. Were
they forgetting their skin color for a change? Their possessions? Their

neighborhoods?

Valentina and Sebastian dig into their scrambled eggs at lightning speed.

Their uncle steers his car through the winding, hilly streets of Kansas City,
Kansas. He'll arrive at 10:00 a.m. to take them to the parade. Theyll need
to be clever about parking since theyre coming from the Kansas side, west of
downtown. Parking on the west side of the parade will be a hassle. He pulls up
in front of his sister’s house and honks the horn.
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At the downtown airport, Mahomes and company have been loaded onto
sleek, silver buses with blacked-out windows for the ride up to Grand
Avenue. They’re on their way to meet the open-air, double-decker buses
that will traverse the parade route. The airport, used mainly by the two-
percenters’ private jets, is a mere five minutes from the parade’s starting
line, where the restless throngs are in place.

If there are one million people gathered downtown for the parade, five
hundred thousand of them are surely between newborn and eighteen. And

they’re deliriously happy. The joyful roar of the crowd can be heard for
blocks.

It’s nearly 11:00 a.m., but before the parade begins, can we add one more
emotional layer to the winning of the Super Bowl 20242 Yes, we can. The
entire world has been watching the “once upon a time” fairytale that has
cast its gossamer spell over the globe.

First comes the fairy princess in the form of pop star Taylor Swift,
arguably one of the most famous women in the world. Taylor’s Eras Tour
landed in Kansas City just weeks before football began in 23.

Chiefs record-setting Number 87 tight end Travis Kelce, princely type
casting if there ever was, attended the concert and was smitten. Now, it is
rumored he had been smitten earlier, but the better story has the prince
pleading to meet the princess after the show, only to be spurned.

The prince pouts and feigns a devil-may-care attitude, but secretly
sends the princess precious gifts like a Swiftie “friendship bracelet” with his
phone number on it by clandestine messenger. He woos her unrelentingly.
The princess caves.

In short, Travis and Taylor meet. The world melts down. Two more
perfect romance novel protagonists cannot have ever been invented. Step
aside, Duke and Duchess of Sussex. A new royal romance, American style,
is in full swing.

Travis is tall, ruggedly handsome, and has enough charm to stop the
world spinning. The future NFL Hall of Famer’s sense of style is borderline
insane, but always manages to work.

Taylor Swift is the Time magazine Person of the Year. Her tour has had
a significant effect on the economies of every city she’s visited. She’s a savvy
businesswoman who outsmarted her record company, holds the record
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for most Best Album Grammys, is tall, blonde, glamorous, and famed for
her kindness. One example is the fifty million dollars in bonuses that she
showered on her touring crew at the end of 23.

A romance of international proportions had descended on Kansas City.
Despite the whiny old “Brads and Chads,” the vast majority of the football
crowd and the Swiftie crowd joined hands and celebrated the romance and,
by extension, the Chiefs. During the season, the world watched with bated
breath to see if her plane would make it from Tokyo to Las Vegas in time
for a big game! The Homecoming Queen, her King, and a big game!

It was all too good to be true, and then it happened. The Chiefs” Super
Bowl win was the Hollywood ending that Hollywood would never have
bought into.

Twists and turns abounded. The game went into overtime. The 49ers
didnt know the new OT rules. They won the toss, then chose wrong.
Patrick stared at his counterpart in awe, the disbelief on his face barely
concealed. Fifteen minutes later, it was over. The red and gold confetti
was blasted into the air. Back-to-back wins, back-to-back confetti, back-
to-back joy.

Noah had gotten up with the sun and watched the city come alive. He had
never been so high. The 16th whole floor! It was way cool. Across the room, his
mother emerged from under the covers, saw Noah, and smiled.

“Good morning, dear; what about some breakfast? Do you want to call
room service?”

Noah was in heaven. He was going to get to call room service! Yikes!

After they wolfed down their breakfast, Noah, Ava, Mom, and Dad gathered
all their gear and headed out. Noah was feeling generous that morning and let
Ava push the button to call the elevator. They were on their way.

Down on Grand Avenue, Amir was awake and standing in bis chair, checking
the picture on his phones camera. He tried horizontal, vertical, and horizontal
again. He checked the different filters and decided Natural was best. He and bis
mom had to stand firm in the crush that had gathered around them. The mood
was good, though. Everyone respected space, and Amir was excited.

Amir and his mom decided to fold up their chairs and tuck them against
the barricade in front of where they were standing. The crowd was intense.
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There was a constant roar, along with the footballs flying back and forth across
the street. The shouts of laughter could be seen, if not heard, when someone
managed to catch the ball instead of getting popped in the head with it.

Amir’s mom was not a fan of the football tossing. Someone could get hurt.
She crossed her fingers inside the pockets of her jacket and hoped for the best.
She searched around every once in a while to see if she could spot Amir’s dad
somewhere out there on the avenue.

The Chiefs have mustered in the River Market at the foot of Grand Avenue.
They have transferred to the London-style double-decker buses with open
tops. The team-themed Bud Lights are packed into coolers, and the coolers
are loaded on along with the players. The mood is jolly, and the wives, kids,
and parents are accounted for. It’s time.

Along with the players, there are the cheerleaders, trainers, coaches,
and dozens and dozens more people (laundry? catering? medical?
maintenance?). They have all boarded their respective buses. They have all
done their part to keep the well-oiled championship machine working.
This is their day, too.

Then, of course, there are politicians; some are welcome, some are not.
Missouri Governor Mike Parson will be taking up space in the parade. Is
there a better look than riding on a red convertible in a Super Bowl parade?
He'll wave even if the crowd boos, and they will.

He couldn’t care. He doesn’t need Kansas City; the country folk down
in the Ozarks are all about Parson. Governor Parson’s gun policies have
made him a big, big man down in the hinterlands, where the squirrel
hunters hang out, where the meth labs and evangelical Christian churches
share almost every small-town corner.

His popularity is minuscule in Kansas City and St. Louis, Missouri’s
largest cities, where he banned the mayors from enforcing federal
gun legislation. His Second Amendment Preservation Act was ruled
unconstitutional in federal court. Yet he fights to make it easier for
Missouri’s kids to pack their pistols, and there he is, sitting on the butt end
of a red convertible.

After Valentina and Sebastian were whisked away by her brother, their mama
turned on the TV news and saw a piece about Parkland, Florida. There is an
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interview with someone named David Hogg. She sort of remembers him. Its
been, what, six years since all those kids were killed? She’s glad the young man
survived. He looks like a nice boy.

Enough sadness, she turns off the TV and turns on the radio to see if she can
find Taste of Tejano. She loves D] Lisa Lopez, who plays the best music ever!
Siempre! Siempre! She loves making her tamales with Taste of Tejano playing
in the background.

Along with Parson, there is Kansas City’s dashing Mayor Quinton Lucas
and numerous other council members and representatives.

Last, but not least, there are the Hunts, the family that owns the Chiefs.

The cast of the film Barbie has nothing on the Hunts: Skinny, blonde,
posh, and perfectly plastic in all the perkiest of ways, the Hunts live in
their own extra-large, privileged, pufly, powdery, hairspray world. All pink,
botoxed, flossy, and glossy, their fixed, plastered smiles are permanently
and firmly in place. Someone has to own entities like the Chiefs. In Kansas

City, it’s the Hunts.

Lyndell Mays, 24, and Dominic Miller, 19, on a collision path, as yet
unknown to them, have arrived at the parade downtown. That’s where
everything would be happening on this day. Was it a deliberate or more of
an absent-minded move to bring their guns along? Hard to say.

How did these men, one of them a teenager, come to own guns?
Statistics say that the guns were likely part of the household from the
start. Did the guns make them feel safer? Why wouldn’t they feel safe?
Is it because, in Kansas City, guns are the number one cause of death for
black kids between 15 and 19? In any case, they had both managed to live
through high school when many of their classmates had not.

Whatever the reason, they had their guns...just in case. They weren’t
the only ones by any means. Another young man, Terry J. Young, 21, also
had his gun. The truth is, there were surely countless guns floating around
in downtown Kansas City on Valentine’s Day, 2024.

Finally, at the stroke of 11:00 a.m., the red double-deckers cough, growl,

and rumble to life. They start crawling up the avenue. For the next hour
and a half, the players will float inside the intense roar of a million voices.
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Soon enough, they’ll get bored standing on the upper decks. They’ll
hop off the buses to get closer to the fans. There is no fear, no question of
safety, no worries. The world is a glorious place. Nothing was going to get
in the way of the love. It’s Valentine’s Day, after all!

At 11:15 a.m., Valentina, Sebastian, and their uncle worm their way into the
crowd. The parade hasnt arrived yet.

The kids are worried they wont be able to see. Their uncle promises theyll
sit on his shoulders. One on each side. He’s a big guy. He designs, builds, and
paints muscle cars. He's strong. He'll make sure they get to see Valentina’s favorite,
Kelce. Mateo’s looking for Pacheco. That guy!

Across the avenue, Amir perks up. The first cars come into view. It won't be long
now.

We could hear the double-decker’s diesel engines rumbling like a pack of
dinosaurs long before they appeared at the lower end of Grand Avenue. It’s
going to be a long, slow parade. When the players reach us, they’re running
around in the street. So much for the view! The joke’s on us. We were too
close; we would have been better off further back with a little elevation.
Everyone moves aside to let the kids up front where they can see. The
big Latino guy up front still has his kids on his shoulders. It’s fun. The kids
have great seats! Good for them. The consensus in KC is that parades are
for the kids. I thought of parades I'd been to in New York. This would not

have gone down well. Kansas Citians are feeling generous today.

Noah and Ava could hear the roar moving toward them like a tsunami. It
obliterated all other sound as the big red buses floated into view, shimmering in
the hazy sunlight. Ava thought she would faint dead away! Noah was so excited
he couldn’t speak. A first.

Grown men scream like Swifties when Patrick’s bus floats by sans Patrick,
who is walking, a Chiefs souvenir Bud Light in hand. It turns out the
only people with a good view of most of the players were hanging from
streetlights, perched on windowsills, or watching from the upper stories of

parking lots.
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Number 10 running back Isiah Pacheco and Number 95 defensive
tackle Chris Jones bounce back and forth across Grand, high-fiving kids,
leaving them speechless, shiny faces glowing with wonder. Awestruck,
they freeze up when Jones, Pacheco, or Number 56 defensive end George
Karlaftis glances their way.

The men in the red jerseys do not disappoint. They shout, “Hi! How ya
doin’?” They pose for selfies! They high-five!

I see a brief, split-second flash of Patrick’s signature hair between a
couple of heads in the front. The others, already hard to recognize out
of uniform, are hidden anyway. Travis Kelce and Number 7 placekicker
Harrison Butker stay on the bus. Travis is with his mother, Donna. He
doesn’t want to leave her alone. Butker? He’s not a drinker. That might be
it.

Governor Mike looks glum through his frozen smile. He must have
been thinking, “Whoa! That’s a lotta boos! Fine, screw you, Kansas City.”

I realized, soon enough, that the parade, aside from the occasional
cannon trucks sending blizzards of confetti into the air, was about as much
fun as watching a traffic jam at rush hour. If I wore a watch, I'd be checking
it.

The low, chug, chug of buses, the booming swirl of confetti, the roaring
of the crowd—and then suddenly, poof, the parade disappears into a haze
of diesel exhaust mixing uneasily with the delicious-smelling smoke of the
BBQ trucks parked on the side streets. Just like that...it’s over.

The double-deckers will eventually arrive at the top of Grand, turn
right onto Pershing Road, an elegant, gracious boulevard lined by mature
ginkgo trees, bare save for all the kids perched in their limbs, looking like
squirmy, oversized apples. The buses will cross over to Main Street and
Union Station. The intersection of Pershing and Main is where Kansas
City’s crown jewels are located.

Across from Washington Square, tucked into the triangle of Grand,
Main, and Pershing, is Crown Center, the sleek mid-century campus
of Hallmark Cards Headquarters. Behind Crown Center is the famed
Children’s Mercy Hospital. Across Main to the West is the elegant Beaux-
Arts Union Station, Kansas City’s historic railroad station, celebrating its
centenary, now the bustling heart of downtown Kansas City. It is the home
to Pierpont’s fine dining, the historic Harvey’s casual dining, Science City
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and Planetarium, the aforementioned City Stage, and a gallery for touring
exhibitions.

Overlooking Crown Center and Union Station is the magnificent
World War I Museum and Memorial, featuring its eternal flame atop the
two-hundred-seventeen-foot tower. A sloping lawn floats gently down
from the memorial to Pershing Road, separating the memorial grounds
from Union Station. In the center of Pershing is the dancing water of the
Henry Wollman Bloch fountain.

After the buses stop on the East side of Union Station, the players will
unload and enter the building for a catered lunch inside the glistening,
turn-of-the-century great hall.

The parade is over in a flash. Amir and his mom start their walk up to
Children’s Mercy Hospital, where theyll turn right and cross over to the station
for the rally.

They pick up their chairs and shuffle along with the crowd. If's a great day!
Amir got some great shots! His mom takes the phone and puts it in her pocket
50 he won’t lose it. They hold hands as they walk. They don’t get to do that very
often. Amir likes it. So does his mom.

Valentina and Sebastian have seen everything perfectly. Pacheco had even
stopped for a selfie!

Once they're out of the thickest of the crowd, their uncle lowers them to
the street, and they Il walk West over to the Broadway overpass with multiple
thousands of other red-clad fans, turn left, and try to get close enough to the
rally to see. Fingers crossed.

They all hold hands. Valentina and Sebastian loved it when he wrote their
names and phone numbers on their arms. “I'm gonna give ya tattoos,” he had
said.

Noah, Ava, and their parents follow the Latino man and his two kids across
the overpass. Noah's mom is not impressed. “Where's their mother? I wonder
if they speak English.” She pulls Noah close and urges Ava to hold her daddy s

hand. Hand in hand, they trundle across the Broadway overpass. One can’t be
too carefl.
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We followed the crowd across town and down Broadway. David had
had enough and said his goodbyes. We finally rounded the corner and
approached Union Station. We managed to get close enough to have a
pretty good view of the stage. We were at the West end of the rally. Off to
our right was the majestic tower of the World War I Memorial, its flame
barely visible in the daylight. A massive red carpet of humanity covered the
hillside all the way down to Pershing.

It was nearly noon, and the multitude, having converged on the
grounds in front of Union Station, was getting a tad impatient. Meanwhile,
the players and their entourages swarmed the buffet lunch. The afternoon
sun blazed through the enormous windows, drawing their arches onto the
mirror surface of the terrazzo floors, casting the room in a golden light. The
wrought iron light fixtures were aglow. The buffets were arrayed across red
and gold tablecloths.

An elegant noontime buffet on rally day might seem over the top, but
it was as it should be. The players were spent. They were both exhausted
and thrilled. Some of them were experiencing this ritual for the first
time. Others were more relaxed. They were celebrating the moment, but
without a doubt, all were aching to go home. It had been a long season
and a longer day. One might wonder what they were thinking while they
waited. Kelce was undoubtedly planning something “Kelceish.” Patrick
probably wasn't really thinking about it; he just opens his mouth, and
great stuff comes out.

Lyndell and Dominic are hanging out in their individual groups as the
parade shifts into the rally. Inside the madness, crushed as they are in a
gathering sea of people, somehow they start noticing each other. The side-
eyed glances turn to stares, hostile and dark.

The two groups stalk, tail, and skitter around each other as they make
their way to the Western edge of the crowd in front of Union Station. They
menace, glare, swagger back and forth, but they keep their distance.

And then, tentatively at first, they start inching closer and closer,
invasively into one another’s space. Are they looking for a fight? The noise,
the crowd, the thumping hip-hop, and the beating drums seem to urge
them forward. They’re hot. Theyre angry. Why? Chances are, they don't
even know.
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We waited with waning patience and tiring legs. Delicious aromas from the
BBQ trucks and a smoky haze from the grills and portable smokers filled
the air. We were getting hungry. We had planned to retire to the lovely
Crossroads Hotel for lunch. Sharon had made reservations.

It’s yet another demand for patience, and the crowd is getting antsy.
The ice cream and coffee truck sound systems compete with the DJ playing
from the stage. A live band alternates with the DJ, and the KC Chiefs
drum line, the Rumble, is banging away up by the stage. It’s hard to say
whether they're really playing or rehearsing. The cacophony is deafening
and doesn’t really make any sense. It heightens the excitement and the
anxiety of the wait.

Finally comes the inevitable “Testing! Testing!” and the ear-splitting
squeal. Why is there always an ear-splitting squeal? Youd think theyd
have that figured out by now. An announcer bounces out of the wings,
screaming, “Make some noise, Kansas City.”

“Woo, woo!” We all respond.

He’s an upbeat game host kind of guy. I miss his name. He brings out
the cheerleaders, who scream, “Make some noise, Kansas City!”

“Woo, woo!” We all respond again.

They do a cutesy-poo bump and grind routine to a jazzy number played
by the band. It looks like the Rumble is playing along. The result is very
loud.

In a bit of strange serendipity, I see the same little kid who had been
standing across from us at the parade. Now he’s standing on his lawn chair
directly in front of me, snapping pictures like a pro. His mother has his belt
in a tight grip to keep him from losing his balance. When the cheerleaders
flounce off the stage, he checks to make sure he has the shots. He’s happy.

Out saunter the politicians. It’s entertaining to know how much Gov.
Parson and Mayor Lucas dislike one another. One would love to hear their
thoughts. The kid takes a shot or two but isn't that interested. Where are
the players?

No players yet. First, we have to suffer through the VIPs. “How ‘bout
them Chiefs?” they shout.

Then come the staffers, the President, the General Manager, and the
Coaches, ending with Andy Reid. “How ‘bout them Chiefs?”
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Finally, the owners file on, trying their best to give off a working-class
vibe, waving the trophy. The Hunts thank Jesus, quote the Bible, and
shout, “How ‘bout them Chiefs?”

At this point, the “woo, woos” are barely audible.

At last, Clark Hunt shouts, in a thin, oily voice, “Come on out, Patrick.
Ladies and Gentlemen, Patrick Mahomes and your Kansas City Chiefs!”

Patrick and the rest of the team come staggering out like so many
bumper cars.

“Hey,” he shouts, “Let’s hear it, Kansas City.”

“Woo, woo!” The “woo, woos” have regained their oomph.

Patrick, three sheets to the wind but still a gentleman, thanks Jesus, his
parents, his wife, Brittany, and everyone on the stage and in the crowd. He
chugs his Bud Light and yells for Travis Kelce.

Travis is a mess. He pulls out his phone and tries to sing Garth Brooks’
Friends in Low Places. “Sing along!” he shouts. Kansas City obliges, proving
that they know the song better than he does. All in fun, he’s a good sport.
Cut the boys some slack. It’s the rule of the day.

Dan, Sharon, Michael, and I have a brief chit-chat about whether the
Chiefs might consider a drinking limit on rally day (“Those players are
blasted!”). We decided this was unlikely—oh, well.

At last, there’s nothing left to say, and a little sadly, the Chiefs wave
goodbye. With a mixture of regret and relief, the crowd begins to disperse.

Unnoticed on the Western edge of the crowd are the two groups
strutting, posing, and glowering at some perceived slight as the human
wave surges around them toward the exits.

“What the fuck? What are you staring at?”

The Chiefs are gone, and what sounds like a package of those little
firecrackers called Lady Fingers starts exploding all around us. Instead of
taking them apart and shooting them one by one, it’s as if someone lit them
at one end and threw them out to go off all at once, in a staccato pattern,
like a machine gun, or in this case, like an automatic handgun.

It isn’t Lady Fingers. Bullets are flying. They could have been a couple
of feet away from where we were standing, or a block away. It’s impossible
to tell.
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“Gunshots!” someone shouts, “It’s guns!”

Lyndell and Dominic dont aim exactly; they just point their guns in
each other’s general direction and squeeze the triggers. Poppity Pop Pop
Pop! Automatic fire. Pop Pop Pop Pop!

It looks like a pebble has been dropped into a body of water, several
pebbles, maybe. Crowds scatter in every direction, away from the sound
of gunfire. Except it’s impossible to tell where it’s coming from. We were
stumbling around blindly, trying to escape, but we didn’t know where to
escape from or to.

“Calm down,” a hysterical man shouts, “it’s just fireworks! The kids are
being trampled! Don’t trample the kids! Stop! The kids!”

“I've lost my daughter!” screams a panicked father, his dreads whipping
wildly around his head as he holds his hands up in warning, or maybe it’s
in prayer?

Amir had been standing on his chair so he could shoot pictures over all the
people's heads in front of him. When the shooting starts, Amir's mom sweeps
him off the chair and starts running toward a nearby truck for shelter. The
phone goes flying. The pictures are gone forever.

Noah and Ava are knocked to the ground. Their parents crouch over them.
Their father pulls them up, and crushed against their mother, they struggle to
the edge of the surging masses.

Valentina and Sebastian have been munching on some Girl Scout cookies. They
were starving! Their uncle has them tucked, one under each arm, in less than a
second and plows his way through the crowd toward Broadway, away from the
Pop Pop Pop Pop.

I have had very little contact with guns. One night around midnight,
I was walking my dog, Lucy, along Avenue C toward East 3rd Street in
New York, when a drug raid at the bodega across the street turned into a
firefight. I heard a couple of bullets whizz by my head and hit the brick
wall behind us.

It was over as soon as it started, and I realized at that moment how
silly we must have looked. I was stooped over at the waist behind a fire
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hydrant, holding Lucy. The thing is, we were protected by nothing, unless
you believe in guardian angels.

It was the same at the rally. Hundreds of people bent over at the waist,
waddling around like a flock of geese, protected by nothing but good
fortune. I didn’t really believe it was happening at first.

“It’s guns!” Michael shouts.

“No,” I shout back. I'm sure its just firecrackers. Someone has
firecrackers. It’s just firecrackers.”

I look up, and Michael’s gone. Dan and Sharon are running around
behind a tech truck.

The crowd is swirling around in a panicked, shrieking murmuration—
nonsensical. The popping goes on and on. I reach the truck, and we crouch
together until it finally stops.

Inside Union Station, the Chiefs suddenly sober up. What the hell?
There were kids and panicked parents pouring through the doors. They
heard the police screaming, “Active shooter! Active shooter!”

Gathering up children in their arms, the players calm them, hold them,
and do their best to find their parents in the panicked crowd.

Governor Mike is whisked away in his black SUV with blue flashing
lights. Mayor Lucas searches for his Chief of Police.

Outside is a roiling red sea of humanity that doesn’t part; rather, it
caves in on itself, drowning those in its path. And then it is over.

We would find out after the fact that the shots were being fired right in
front of us, mere feet away. I remember seeing a kid being tackled by a
large man. There was what resembled an AK-47 lying on the ground next
to them. How the hell did he get that weapon into this crowd unnoticed?
People were screaming for the police. Police were running in every direction
in ones, twos, and groups.

Dan, Sharon, and I stood up and, oddly wordless, started walking, as
if on automatic, away from the rally. A block or two later, an eerie silence
had set in. No one in the vast crowd is talking except in terms of direction.
(“This way...that way...straight ahead...”). The volume of the chatter was
low and had a muffled, shattered quality to it. Any noise came from sirens,
which were everywhere, coming from every direction.
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We passed a long line of black SUVs with flashing blue lights perched
on their dashboards. It reminded me of 9/11. All the Poo Bahs escaping
the riffraff.

We found Michael, who had somehow managed to run into the
underground parking at Union Station. We decided against trying to get
to the Crossroads Hotel. We walked into the first restaurant we found.

If anything could make the situation worse, it was this restaurant.
Plates were piled with deep-fried dreck. Buffalo Wings? Fries? Tots? Skins?
Healthier options like Green Beans? Broccoli? Everything was battered
and soaked in a cool sheen of grease and impossible to identify. We didn’t
bother to complain.

Weirdly, we avoided talking about the shooting. We had been so close,
and still, we couldn’t think of anything to say about it. Were we in shock?
I think maybe we were.

At loose ends, we decided to go to a movie. Ensconced in our heated
recliners, thankful for the dark, we sank back and watched a film that none
of us would remember later.

Lisa Lopez-Galvan was dead. Movie star beautiful, the glamorous D]
Lisa-G, 44, was one of the premier faces of Hispanic Kansas City. She
left law enforcement to concentrate on her “head-hunting” career and her
music, and continually gave of her talents to multiple charities. Her voice
on the popular radio show, Zaste of Tejano, was now silenced.

Twenty-one more were wounded.

Noah? Ava? Amir? Valentina and Sebastian? Was it their blood splattered all
over the pavement? Was it Valentind's mouth that had bullet holes through
it? Are Amir's legs riddled with bullets? Will Noah and Ava ever see a huge
crowd again without freezing up in fear? Will they grow up clinging to guns for
protection, as some would urge, or shun them as evil?

Children’s Mercy Hospital, mere yards away, took in the wounded children.

Does it make it even worse that there was no logical reason for these
shootings? Simply looking at someone causes a mass shooting? Is this some
form of uniquely American insanity? Who knows what they would have
argued about if they'd gotten past the staring? A girl? Turf? Family? Some
juvenile insult? “Your mama!” “No, your mama!”
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That morning, Lyndell, Dominic, and Terry, ultimately identified
as the shooters as reported in the Kansas City Star, along with at least
two juveniles and countless unknown others, had stuffed their guns into
the backpacks, inside the red Chiefs jackets, under the Mahomes jerseys,
wherever they could.

“Fuck him!” thought Lyndell. “ Fuck him!” thought Dominic. “ Fuck the World!”

The Hunts? What did they think? Owner Clark Hunts daughter, Gracie,
had this to say on X, “This world is broken, and thank God it is not our
home. I'm grateful for a Savior whose sacrifice on the cross gives us the
assurance of a perfect eternity in Heaven, with no death, no fear, no grief,
and no pain. If you don’t have that—I promise you, you want it when
you're facing that moment.”

One hopes there werent any Muslims or Jews, Buddhists or Hindus,
or...whatever...on the receiving end of those sentiments. Theyd be out of

luck.

The film ended, and we emerged into the soft light of “Golden Hour,” a
particularly beautiful time of day in Kansas City, when the metro lights up
for the evening. The LED lighting, shining in the twilight, had gone from
celebratory red to mourning purple. All the joy had evaporated into the fog
of thoughts and prayers.

Kansas City, mortified by the spilled blood, recoiled in horror at the
thought of angry, disenfranchised young men trying to kill each other. They
missed each other, but they did manage to kill one of the city’s cultural icons
and maim nine innocent children, while traumatizing countless others.

The cleaning crews appeared like magic and started with the balloons:
Poppity, Pop, Pop, Pop. The drifts of red snow were swept up, and the rest
of the detritus was washed away in crimson torrents flowing through the
drains and emptying into the Kansas and Missouri Rivers.

I can’t think of one specific experience that is prompting me to pick up, leave

Kansas City, and move on. Is it the gun violence? It is pervasive. According
to an article in the Kansas City Star, January 01, 2024, Missouri, Kansas,
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and the Kansas City metroplex are listed among the deadliest places in the
U. S. as a result of gun violence.

But New York had gun violence, too. Not as much, to be sure.

There is a New Yorkish vibe that has taken hold since we arrived in
2013. The original “settlers” in Kansas City’s downtown Crossroads were
artists. This marked the beginning of the downtown renaissance. Condos
have been built, and old buildings have been rehabbed; they’re all at
capacity. And just like the East Village in New York, the banker bros have
edged out the artists.

The Chiefs reached the championship again the following year, but
tanked in their promising three-peat Super Bowl appearance with a
shocking, ignominious loss. Kansas City quickly erased that dreadful game
from its collective memory. (“If we don’t think about it, it didn’t happen!”)
Kind of like doing something about guns.

Travis and Taylor have endured, which is brilliant.

No, none of the above has pushed me to move on. It is the sandy,
gravelly, constantly crumbling concrete. Again, it’s the little things:
Scaffolding, bad concrete. Every sidewalk in Kansas City crumbles at the
drop of a hat.

There is an iconic parking lot across the street from the main library
in downtown Kansas City. The library is one of the old buildings that was
beautifully designed and built in the early 1900s, when Kansas City was
making sturdy buildings with elegance and panache. A parking lot was
added a few years back, built to look like a bookshelf with gigantic books
lining the street. It’s undeniably cool.

There’s a little stair that goes down to the lot’s elevator. The top step
crumbles, gets repaired, and then crumbles again, over and over. In shorrt,
the whole city is paved, “staired,” and curbed with this crumbly concrete.
Wouldn't it be great to live in a place where proper concrete is used for
infrastructure, or where there is no permanent temporary scaffolding?

Let’s see...Mexico? The Caribbean? Probably not. Copenhagen? I've
never been there, but Denmark is tempting. Denmark’s royal family
is genuinely attractive, and they wave from their balcony in a friendly,
unassuming way that the British might want to try, just for fun.

Paris? Now we're talking. I visited Paris once, traveling solo. I did
not see one crumbling sidewalk or curb, or any scaffolding scarring the
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boulevards. Maybe I just missed it. Maybe Paris is so blindingly beautiful
that it’s difficult to see the flaws.

One evening, after finishing off a glass of red wine, I glanced up to see
the haughty, intimidating server, in his twenties or so, looking at me from
under his eyelids. It was a wet, shiny October evening. I was the only one
left. I was sitting outside, alone, almost too warm, under the heaters. It was
near closing. I could almost hear him thinking, “What's with this guy?”

[ signaled for the bill. I glanced at it and realized I needed to come up
with the word “fourteen.” I struggled to remember fourteen. My online
French had deserted me. After makinga couple of lame attempts, he looked
at me, one eyebrow raised.

“Quatorze,” he said quietly. “Ah, quatorze,” I said.

It was the faint smile and the gentle way he picked up the tray that
completed a perfect evening. He nodded, friendly, without judgment, and
quietly disappeared into the cafe. I'll never forget this weirdly generous
moment, something he undoubtedly forgot the minute he took off his
apron. Fearing the worst, I had gotten the best instead. I love how this
small kindness defied preconceived notions. It’s the tiny unexpected things
that keep the heart beating,.

Maybe the whistle of that distant train is sounding the dream of a flat
in Paris, the West Bank, or even somewhere further, new and unknown.
Yes, it might be time for another move.
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