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ABSTRACT

This thesis consists of two parts that show the diversity and flexibility of the
student as a writer.

The original story was drafted, originally culled from a vast array of childhood
memories, albeit alone it was too short to fulfill the requirements for a culminating
project. The richness of the characters as well as the story itself called out for additional
attention. An attempt to develop the story into a larger project proved an exercise in
futility, as I felt it could not survive enough additions to increase the success of the
project. An attempt to do so found the story mired in mindless bulk and boring dialogue.
After developing and sketching the key characters, I decided to adapt the story into a
movie screenplay.

Based predominantly on a series of non-fiction events from my childhood years
spent in attendance at Corpus Christi Catholic Elementary School, the story concerns a
young boy who suffers at the hands of a group of bullies who plague him for several
years. Reaching a near breaking point and in the depths of despair, he is befriended by an
old nun who teaches at the adjoining high school. Through a series of twists and turns,
the young boy eventually meets his attackers head-on, growing up in the process and

learning invaluable life-lessons from his new and unusual teacher along the way.




The adaptation to screenplay provided the opportunity to add some comedic relief
to an otherwise dark piece of non-fiction while retaining the original storyline and its
message of hope. It also allowed additional depth of the characters to shine through as
well as allowed some of the characters to move to the forefront who had, in the story
version, been vague and transparent.

The end result is the submitted screenplay based on the original short story. The
inclusion of the story in the appendix will allow the comparison of the two, hopefully

entertaining each in its own form.



MOUSE OF THE SCHOOLYARD

Kirk Stephen Lawless, B.A.

A Culminating Project Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of
Lindenwood University in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
for the Master of Fine Arts Degree in Writing

2008



COMMITTEE IN CHARGE OF CANDIDACY:

Professor Michael Castro.
Chairperson and Advisor

Assistant Professor Peter Carlos




IL.

I1.

Table of Contents

INtrodUCLOTY ESSAY.....eiiniitiitiiiiiiiite i et e e i eeaeneeennennenens i

Seript: Motse of the SchoolYard. ..o swmmnnissssssmonssssamosssm cs

Appendix A: Mouse of the Schoolyard (short story).........ccceviviviiiann.

Vitae Auctores

.........................................................................



INTRODUCTION

Seanchai is the Irish word I would use to best describe myself. Being of Irish
ancestry perhaps aided me in abilities as a storyteller. While in pursuit of my
undergraduate degree in Criminal Justice | found the core clusters to be tedious and
without challenge as I had been employed as a police officer since 1986.

The first communications class on the first Saturday of my collegiate journey
overwhelmed me to the point I considered never setting foot on campus again. Feeling I
was in way over my head, retreating, tail between legs seemed a viable option. I went
home and mulled it over and decided to go to at least one class. As I sat in that classroom
I felt the sting of inadequacy subsiding and decided that I could succeed.

A mere three clusters into my undergraduate studies, at the age of forty-two, | was
laid low by a series of heart attacks that necessitated surgery. I was told that my survival
was miraculous. Against the odds I did leave the hospital in my own car and not a
hearse. My doctors told me there was a possibility I could be wheelchair bound and
never able to work again. After a scant four months of recovery and rehabilitation to the
amazement of medical and police personnel I returned to the job I love in November of
2002. Again I considered dropping from the program. I weighed the benefits of quitting

and finding none, elected to push on.




The boredom of my core clusters was turned on its head when I enrolled in my
first creative writing class with Professor Glen Irwin. That class was the catalyst that has
brought me to pen this culminating project for my graduate degree.

I began to dabble in poetry as well as writing fiction and non-fiction pieces.
Nearly every professor I came in contact with had been complimentary regarding my
work and I modestly accepted their compliments while secretly telling myself that similar
compliments were dished out to every student to keep them encouraged as well as
enrolled in their respective programs.

While sitting in Professor Irwin’s first class something inside me clicked as if
someone had thrown a great switch that opened a whole new world to me; this new world
lay before me. At the risk of sounding cliché, an indescribable feeling of joy filled me
and I scrambled to learn as much as possible, as quickly as possible. From the moment
that switch was thrown, my intent was to go straight through the undergraduate program
and shedding the cloak of criminal justice, seek an MFA in writing.

[ learned early that Walt Whitman is “The Big Daddy” of American literature and
during the poetry cluster began referring to him as such throughout the graduate program.
I prefer to think of him as the well from which all things literary flow. I learned that most
writers worth their salt and whom I admired were greatly influenced by him.

The introduction to the writing of the beat generation sent me spinning. My only
regret was that I had discovered some of the writings later in life. I devoured everything
and anything I could get my hands on, gravitating particularly to the works of Jack
Kerouac, William S. Burroughs, and Lawrence Ferlinghetti. My office soon was

cluttered with video, compact discs, and books by them. I was enthralled by the spoken
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voices of Burroughs and Kerouac. Dr. Michael Castro has been my favorite teacher and 1
am forever in his debt for guiding me through doors I might otherwise never opened
much less walked through.

I chose the poet and painter Lawrence Ferlinghetti for a project and was drawn
into his world of art and poetry. I felt as if [ knew the man. I sent him a letter and a copy
of a story I had written and he responded with a handwritten and signed kind postcard
that is hanging on the wall in my curiosity-shop-like office. Given his age and busy
schedule I thought that I would never hear from him.

As I continued through the program I saw myself evolving as a writer, poet, artist,
and human being. I was being exposed to so much at a pace so rapid I feared that
blinking would cause me to miss something.

I tried my hand at scriptwriting and found Professor Peter Carlos to be very
supportive and complimentary regarding my work. Professor Eve Jones’ class was
among my favorites and I tried to soak up as much information as possible in the short
thirteen weeks. I benefited further by learning in every class from the other students with
whom I came in contact. I felt as if | had started a little late in life and felt that I needed
to push myself in order to catch up. The final class with Professor Charles Warrts tied
the entire package with a big red bow particularly during the marketing phase of the
cluster.

Professor Shirley LeFlore really blew me away. I spoke with her on the telephone
before the first class and from her voice I described her to my family. When I met her
she was exactly as I pictured her; she is such a great lady. Shirley is a bit eccentric and I

love that because I am also. I have always chosen the path less traveled and done my
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own thing with not much care given to what people think about me. I think most artistic
people see things in a different light, with the minds eye.

I have on the wall in both my bedroom and basement office a list of Jack
Kerouac’s writing tips and now strive to write from the jewel center eye within the eye.

My literary influences in no particular order; “The Big Daddy” Walt Whitman,
Jack Kerouac, William S. Burroughs, Ernest Hemingway, Dashiell Hammett, Lawrence
Ferlinghetti, Edgar A. Poe, poets and writers of Ireland such as James Joyce, Oscar
Wilde, William Butler Yeats and Emily Lawless. Of late I have become much enamored
of the gritty writing styles of Burroughs and Hammett.

I have a particular fondness for Ernest Hemingway. Oddly enough I was born on
July 21, about the same time Hemingway was blowing out the candles on his sixtieth
birthday cake. I became a fan of his writings at an early age and learned that we shared
the same birth date many years later. We shared other similarities as well: a great love of
the outdoors and nature, good drinks, good guns, the sea, the thrill of the hunt, fishing,
beautiful women, and beautiful words.

The rambling run on style of Kerouac is right up my alley going on and on
without much for punctuation, just a continuous outpouring of thoughts in great
descriptive words and sad little gray-fog phrases. I enjoy his writing style a bit somewhat
like trance writing, but much more precise; he writes the way he talks and what a
beautiful thing that is.

Lawrence Ferlinghetti painting with words and on brush sometimes combining

both on one canvas has inspired me to take up the brushes once again after a long hiatus.
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I pondered at length over the thought of laying down an autobiographical
introductory essay for inclusion in my final project and honestly am unsure if I can
satisfy those requirements in a mere ten pages, the parameters are a bit confining. It
would probably be an easier task to write about what does not have an influence on my
writing.

I am a native of Saint Louis born in 1959 and grew up in the shadow of the old
Grand Water Tower. Blessed with a strong memory and a vivid imagination I recall
events of my early childhood with ease, dating back to when I was two or three years old.
I have been writing these things down as I remember them and one day will assemble
them for publication. As luck would have it being born in Saint Louis, so rich in culture
and history was and is a great place to live. Oh, the times I have spent on the banks of
the great muddy Mississippi and the other Great American river, the Missouri, whose
great banks wind past my house to the confluence of the two a mere couple miles from
my current home.

Having dabbled in art since I was a wee boy, drawing and painting, carving wood
and an eagerness to try any new medium given the chance, my hobbies have afforded me
the keen eye and memory to remember the things I have seen. I was employed as a
draftsman since graduating from high school as I was unable to afford college. Although
I was talented as a draftsman and the money was adequate, the idea of spending a lifetime
behind a desk drawing and inking lines did not suit me for very long and I had to get out
of there quick.

I packed up everything I owned and headed west to Washington State near the

borders of Idaho and Canada where I had the run of some ten thousand acres on



horseback and Jeep, lived briefly in a log cabin, hunted, fished, and played both cowboy
and lumberjack. How I long for the day I again own a heaven--dog (horse) and ride until
eternity! I was very young then, gullible and naive, if not a little stupid. I lost nearly all
of my personal possessions and limped home penniless, tail between legs, yet my spirit
remained unbroken.

In 1984 I joined the police department and worked behind the radio as a
dispatcher until being commissioned in 1986. I have been playing cops and robbers ever
since and do not know what I want to be when I grow up. I have served in uniformed
patrol, tactical operations for several years, as a detective for fourteen years, and spent
several years working undercover in a multi-jurisdictional drug unit. I took advantage of
the offer of a day job with weekends off that allowed me to finish my MFA, spending
two years as the school resource officer in one of our local high schools.

In twenty-two plus years | have amassed a fortune of material for fiction and non-
fiction pieces as well as fodder for movie scripts, some of which are in various stages of
writing. My job is definitely a big influence when I write in the crime genre.

I have gathered additional material from investigations I have worked while
assigned to the Greater Saint Louis Major Case Squad. Heinous murders tend to
fascinate the public and are great material for fiction and non-fiction stories.

Music is another driving force that inspires me to write and triggers my creativity.
I own way too many guitars and do not play well enough to justify the expense, but I like
the way they look, smell, and feel. My varied musical interests help make me what I am
and how [ live. I am a Deadhead and have been one since around 1972 when the older

brothers of one of my best friend introduced us to the music. Once “on the bus” I had no
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desire to get off and just kept rolling down the road into the unknown. My musical
interests vary from the obvious to Irish music, blues, and country.

A huge source of inspiration comes from my family, my beautiful supporting wife
of twenty-four years, Lynda, who is a saint for putting up with me and all of my quirks,
my daughters Dana, Nicole and Jennifer, and my sons Sean Patrick and Daniel. My job
and academic pursuits have kept me from attending many family functions. There are so
many stories yet unwritten that are jam-packed into every family member and every
intersection of our lives. I blinked and now I have four granddaughters.

We live on a little parcel of two acres near the Missouri River. It is my little farm
home where we have too many pets: Sweetie the Irish Wolfhound, Iko the Springer
Spaniel, Molly the Yorkie. Living in the pole barn are Corrina and Lucky, the barn
kitties. The cats inside are slinky black Dharma and my favorite Punkin the calico. In
the chicken coop are the Barred Plymouth Rocks: Bertha, Sugaree, and Delilah. The
ruler of the roost is the little red rooster Samson, a Rhode Island Red, who crows
whenever he feels like it.

I sit on the back porch and watch the deer creep out of the wood to nibble corn at
the feeder. A parliament of owls hoot to me almost nightly when the sun starts to go
down and I call back to them. There are way too many raccoons about and moles that
pester the lawn and are picked off one at a time by my barn pouncers. I had a pet cat
when I was very young and did not have them again until now. As I read about some of
my favorite writers | have learned that they too had a particular fondness for them.
William Burroughs had a deep affection for his feline companions as did Hemingway,

whose home in Key West is still inhabited by the ancestors of some of his polydactyl
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cats. Kerouac also had at least one cat, although its name escapes me. I was little
frightened when I saw photos of a cat belonging to Hemingway and another of Burroughs
black and white cat. My inside cat Dharma is black and white and looks just like the cats
belonging to two of my favorite writers!

The rippling creek is a constant reminder of the beauty of the place we call home.
In the summer at night I sit and watch the bats in the dusk and listen to the near million
crickets singing. In the spring it’s the peepers who call out and announce the arrival of
warmer weather. Sometimes the little frogs sing while stuck to the pillars on the front
porch. Brown and blue tailed skinks sun themselves on the wall in front of the house and
hummingbirds flit in front of me while I sit on the white Adirondack chair. How can
these things not influence a writer and artist?

I spend a lot of time in the red pole barn sitting in front of the pot-belly stove
sometimes thinking and writing, sometimes just thinking. There is something primeval
and magical about a fire in a glowing woodstove.

Like Hemingway I love the outdoors whether stalking a hover of Rainbow Trout,
sitting in a deer stand, or stalking Russian Boars. There is greater feeling for me than
being afield with flyrod or gun in hand; just being out in the world. The taking of game is
not all-important. Respect for nature is a big deal to me and [ have passed that belief on
to my children. I love the mountains, the forest, and the mightiness of the sea. I believe
the mighty outdoors is a gift from God and should be treated with reverence. These are
among the many things that inspire, move, and motivate me.

My office is decorated (someone say littered) with things I bring home that are

too important to throw away: a grand bird nest, a bleached- white terrapin shell, animal
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skulls, assorted feathers, cast iron buffalo and turtles, antique pipes, a perfect acorn, and a
variety of perfect stones; not perfect in shape, but perfect in that they remind me of a
particular trout fishing outing or walk in the woods toting a rifle. I come home with
pockets of the stuff sometimes, but my wife knows how I am and leaves me to my
idiosyncrasies. I often tell my friends that there are a lot of things going on in my head
and I am certain they believe it. The more I learn, the more active my mind works. I
keep notebooks everywhere in the house and at work and I am forever jotting down notes
for future projects.

Religion is a huge bone of contention for some and for others it is a great source
of comfort. I was raised an R.C. (Roman Catholic). I went to Corpus Christi Elementary
School in Jennings and was taught by nuns. If my memory serves me correctly there
were only two male teachers in the school. I was a small boy for my age and
bespectacled. 1 was picked on almost daily which included acts of physical violence that
left me crying and bloody. I was not prone to snitching and accepted the suffering as part
of my everyday regimen. This began when I was in the third grade and continued until
the fifth grade.

I chose the story Mouse of the Schoolyard as part of my culminating project.
This story is, for the most part, factual. The names have not been changed to protect the
innocent because the bad kids were not. The kids that bullied and assaulted me are the
same types that drive kids today in similar circumstances to commit suicide or to commit
violent acts that we see all too often on the evening news or read about in the newspapers
across the country. I wrote this story for several reasons; to improve my recall of

childhood events, to draw attention to the plight of kids targeted by bullies and do itina



way that could be powerful with some lighter moments to relieve some of the darkness;
at its core, my story rife with darkness and sadness.

The near suicide scene is the only part of the story that is not true. I added it to
drive home the message of despair that some kids feel and their struggle to escape the
pain. While my pain was mental and physical I did not consider suicide. True I wanted it
to stop, but felt that I would be in trouble if I told. I know that does not make sense but I
was just a kid.

When I showed the story to my father he was hurt. Apparently he did have a gun
in the house; I just never found it. He thought that I had found it and tried to kill myself.
I am not sure if I have convinced him otherwise. Had I found the gun, I could have been
a pioneer in the ways of schoolyard shootings, but I did not. I did find the leather pouch
with the bullets in it. I own it now as my father gave it to me years later when I was a
grown man and I count it among my prize possessions.

My father built Phantom jets during the Vietnam War and we listened to baseball
games on KMOX and he let me light his cigarettes sometimes with his silver Zippo
lighter. Who could make all of that up?

We did have a priest who drank way too much. And the nun who taught me how
to box, did she exist? She certainly did. Like I said, the only part that was not true was
the suicide scene. I was an altar boy and I did get stuck getting up really early to serve
mass. The politics of religion is a strange beast. There existed in my parish a hierarchy
that dictated who got to serve masses for funerals and weddings, both of which equated to
tips for the altar boys. Those were usually conducted by the boys whose families were in

the inner circle, if you will within the parish, whose parents donated more heavily to the



church or drank with the Monsignor. My parents were worker bee types and therefore six
o’clock mass was mine.

The nun who taught me to box was a large round lady, not unlike the Irish bear I
portrayed her to be. She had a great accent and a kind heart and I loved her. I did play
poker with her after school and learned plenty about life in her classroom. She tended
her rose garden and taught me about coffee grounds and eggshells as fertilizer.

Sister did have glass cases of animals in jars and she let me pick from them. I did
take the jars home and I can not lie; once I opened the piranha and got a good whiff of
formaldehyde. I puked.

Tim Weber did get a bloody nose courtesy of my little fist and I thought I killed
him he bled so much. He bled all over me, including into my mouth, and I must have
looked like a little maniac standing there screaming and charging at the crowd. Itisa
wonder I was not carted off for psychiatric evaluation.

My descriptions of the boys were dead-on accurate including that of the deranged
beaver with the long blond hair hanging in his face.

My parents were and are still God fearing Christian folks. My mother passed
away ten years ago and if she knew what had been happening to me at the time, would
have surely put the hurt on somebody. I never told though. My father worked the
midnight shift building jets and I truly did not want to bother him. At the age of ten what
I saw and heard about the war made me not want to interfere with the important job of
building jets or put undo pressure on my father.

I enjoyed writing the story and have received many compliments on it from those

who have read it. It was not long enough to submit for a culminating project so I thought
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that I would submit it as a story in its original form and then adapt it into a movie script.
I believe it to be an excellent example of diversity in transforming one into the other
while allowing the original message shine through.

The adaptation of the story and turning into a movie script was something |
mulled over for weeks before putting pen to paper. I thought my story was well written,
a bit long for a short story and a little short for a novel, so a movie script transition was
probably a good choice.

My target audience was fairly broad-based: those who were bullied in school and
anyone with a religious schooling background, anyone who went snooping in their
parent’s room when they were not supposed to, and definitely anyone Catholic. I think
that my use of religious symbols was not overkill for those in attendance who were not
Catholic. Rather, I felt that it provided a backbone of good versus evil necessary to pull
the viewer into the story. The bloody statuary was everywhere when I was in school and
I now am very comfortable with it and have an old crucifix in my office as well as other
statues that remind me of who I am and from whence I came.

I tried to visualize the flow of the script and read it over and over as it evolved
into the final work. Upon its completion I felt that I had more than adequately
transformed my story into a script worthy of watching. The story content is rife with
visual opportunities to entertain the audience in a movie format.

Every character in the story is unique as they were in real life; however, in the
script version, careful selection of cast members could ultimately enhance the viewing

experience of the audience.
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The janitor reeks of William S. Burroughs, hence his name Bill, and I could
picture someone like him scooping out the pink sawdust while muttering under his
breath. The line “I’m gettin’ outta’ here, me!” is a line I have heard Mr. Burroughs use in
some of his audio recordings in my collection. The reference to “sheep killin’ dogs” is
also a Burroughsism. A director could run wild with such a character and I hope one day
it happens.

Sister Mary Brigid is another character with great movie traits. Careful selection
in physical stature, accent, walk, laugh, and mannerisms could really make her believable
to an audience. She is a bit quirky, as she was in real life. Cussing a little in the script
version makes her more human and approachable. Nuns were a bit, and still are, a bit
mysterious. Likewise, having her share a cigarette with Bill the janitor should make
some laugh and others gasp out loud when the scene is played out. My goal here was to
make her as human as possible and give the audience a chance to get to know her on a
personal level. They are not all sour wooden-faced women in black and white habits.

The star of the movie Patrick Gallagher could be played by any good looking
slender little boy with glasses and a wide-eyed innocence. Careful selection of this
character is as important as the casting of Sister Mary Brigid as there needs to be
chemistry between them that the audience believes in from the moment the two meet in
the garden

The science room setting where a large portion of the script takes place is the
perfect setting to captivate the audience and draw them into the scene. Cinematography

would certainly polish the interior of the room filled with skulls and jars of floating
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animals. I saw it in person and can still see it. I think that the script adequately painted
an overall view of that setting.

I struggled with one scene in particular when adapting the story to the screen
version and considered omitting it; the near suicide scene. I think this is a very powerful
yet dark scene. Surely my intended audience would not include young children and I
elected to leave it as written. As I mentioned previously, the near suicide scene did not
happen, but I think it really drives the point home about bullying and the depression it
causes. My intent was also to make it appear that young Mr. Gallagher was going to take
the pistol to the playground to even the score, but he has second thoughts and
contemplates suicide instead. I know the underlying topic is a dark one but it has a happy
ending that I assume will hold the interest of the viewing audience.

Certain liberties were taken with the script version such as the rooster scene
which did not happen, although Joe Brown’s Meat Market was a real place where we
shopped when I was a boy.

The playground for the movie could be found in just about every city in the
United States. All you need is lots of hard Catholic asphalt! The old school I attended
still stands today, as does the church. I have not been inside the building in some twenty-
plus years. White marble Jesus still stands watch over the entrance, arms outstretched on
the Switzer Avenue side of Corpus Christi School, and I remember like it was only
yesterday, climbing up and thanking him for the wonderful gift of an old nun who took

the time to teach a young boy about life.
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MOUSE OF THE SCHOOLYARD
SCREENPLAY



FADE IN:

WHITE STATUE OF JESUS STANDS ON A TALL PEDESTAL, ARMS
OUTSTRETCHED. THE SUN IS SHINING BEHIND THE STATUE. CLOSE-UP
OF PLACARD ATTACHED TO THE PEDESTAL READS "LET THE LITTLE
CHILDREN COME TO ME."

EXT. PLAYGROUND -- AFTERNOON

A young boy, PATRICK STEPHEN GALLAGHER, eleven, bone-thin,
dressed in clothing of the late 1960's, lies flat on his
back on the asphalt, CRYING. His face is spattered with
blood. His jacket is torn. Next to him on the ground is a
pair of broken eyeglasses.

A SHADOW SWEEPS OVER THE BOY AS HE LIES ON THE GROUND
Sound of RUNNING FEET and FIENDISH LAUGHTER

Patrick staggers to his feet, wipes his eyes, then bends

over to pick up his glasses. They are twisted horribly and
one lens is shattered. Putting them on, he collects his

books and papers from the playground, stuffs them into his
little plaid gym bag and starts walking toward home, following
the railroad tracks.

Sound of FREIGHT TRAIN and CROSSING GATE BELLS

Patrick walks slowly parallel to the slow-moving train
alongside the schoolyard fence. He stops and SPITS blood
onto the sidewalk and wipes the dirt from his face as he
approaches the crosswalk, manned by an old white man, very
wrinkled and hairy, in a crossing gquard's hat. A cigarette
dangles from the old man's lip and a small bottle of whiskey
is in his back pocket. He is oblivious to the boy's injuries
as he makes his way to the crosswalk. The crossing guard
blows his WHISTLE, holds up his stop sign, and waves the boy
across the street.

CROSSING GUARD
There ya go pal. Be careful. Watch
those cars. We don't want no one
gettin' hurt. See ya tomorrow.

INT. PATRICK'S HOUSE KITCHEN -- AFTERNOON

Patrick walks into the kitchen. His younger brother, SEAN
(about six years old), is sitting at the kitchen table. The
boy's Mom, Christine (pretty, mid-thirties, brunette) sees
Patrick as he tries to walk past her and stops him.

MOM
Patrick! What happened to you? My
God child, you're bleeding!




2.

She checks his teeth, prying his mouth open gently and looks
inside.

MOM (CONT'D)
Oh, your glasses! What happened?

PATRICK
I fell on the playground mom, my
glasses broke!

MOM
You weren't fighting, were you?

PATRICK
No, I just fell.

MOM
You have to be more careful Paddy.
You'll need new glasses, but it'll
have to wait 'til payday. Can you

manage?

PATRICK
I'll be okay, mom. I'll just use my
left eye.

MOM

Let's get you cleaned up. Your Da
will do his best to fix your glasses
when he wakes up for work.

INT. PATRICK'S HOUSE BATHROOM -- EVENING

Mom cleans up Patrick and sets his glasses aside, then gives
him a bear hug.

MOM
I love you Paddy-Stephen!

PATRICK
Love you too, Mom.

Patrick starts to cry, but holds it in. Sean peeks around
the corner and waves to Patrick, motioning for him to come
with him. Patrick peels himself from Mom's arms and follows
Sean out of the room.

INT. PATRICK'S HOUSE BOY'S BEDROOM -- MOMENTS LATER

SEAN
What happened? I saw blood.

PATRICK
I fell.



SEAN
I'm tellin' Da.

PATRICK
You can't! He's too busy building
jets for the war. Sean, please don't
tell. 1It'll be okay.

Sean just stares sadly at his older brother. Patrick is sad
and he knows it.

INT. PATRICK'S HOUSE BOY'S BEDROOM =-- NIGHT

Patrick and Sean are dressed in pajamas and lying in bunk
beds. Sean is on the top bunk looking down at Patrick.

FOOTSTEPS outside the door. The door opens and the boy's
Dad, Malachy, (tall clean-cut mid-thirties handsome dark
haired), walks in. Light from the hallway illuminates the
room.

DAD
Good night my good boys.
PATRICK
Night, Da.
SEAN

Night, Da. Build jets, Dal!

DAD
Yes, Sean, your Da will build jets.
The best Phantom jets. Get some
sleep.

Dad sets Patrick's glasses on the dresser next to the bed.
They are taped and wired together.

DAD (CONT'D)
I did the best I could Paddy. I
took the broken lens out so you won't
cut your eye. We'll get a new pair
on Friday when I get paid. Time for
a new pair anyway. You okay?

PATRICK
Sure, Da.

DAD
Your Ma thought you were in a fight.

PATRICK
NO, Dao



DAD
Okay, we'll teach you how to fight
someday when you're ready. Too little
to fight now. No need for it.

Dad kisses both boys on top of their heads and tucks them
in.

DAD (CONT'D)
Your Da loves you. Get some sleep.

He closes the door and in the dark silence the sound of
CRYING. Sean turns on a wall lamp and climbs down the ladder
to check on Patrick who is sobbing into his pillow. Sean
crawls in next to Patrick, puts his arm around him, hugging
him, and closes his eyes and both boys drift off to sleep.

INT. CHURCH SACRISTY =-- DAY

Patrick buttons up his black robe quickly looking at the
clock. It is nearly six A.M. he throws on his white vestment
and heads into the dark church.

INT. CHURCH -- MOMENTS LATER

Patrick is making preparations for morning mass. Smoothing
the altar covering and lighting candles. He looks up at the
huge crucifix hanging high on the wall above and behind the
altar. He sees the dripping blood and in the darkness he
hears the DRIPPING and it startles him. As he peers into
the darkness he sees someone walking toward him and closes
his eyes from fear. MONSIGNOR BRENNAN late sixties wrinkled
with grey wild hair enters the church and walks towards
Patrick.

MONSIGNOR BRENNAN
Are you sleeping boy?

Patrick gasps, expecting to see Jesus and not the Monsignor

PATRICK
No, Monsignor Brennan, everything is
ready.

MONSIGNOR BRENNAN
Not quite.

Looking over Patrick and walking around him slowly.

PATRICK
Not quite?

MONSIGNOR BRENNAN
Your robe. It is askew.



PATRICK
Askew?

MONSIGNOR BRENNAN
You buttoned it wrong! Fix it! I
will not tolerate shoddy dress and
neither will God!

Patrick looks down and realizes that he has missed a button
when buttoning his robe and hurries to correct it. When he
finishes he stand up so the Monsignor can see. The Monsignor
nods his head in approval, swaying from side to side as if

he were slightly drunk

MONSIGNOR BRENNAN (CONT'D)
Good boy.

Patting Patrick on the head. Patrick shakes his head and
rolls his eyes when he smells the Monsignor's breath that
reeks of alcohol.

INT. CHURCH -- MOMENTS LATER

Patrick suffers further from the Monsignor's breath throughout
mass as he holds the giant red bible with gilt-edged pages
aloft as the Monsignor prays and spits and sways and breathes
on him. Patrick shakes under the weight of the giant book.

MONSIGNOR BRENNAN
Mass is ended. Go in peace to love
and serve...
(whispering)
Steady Patrick

Monsignor Brennan steadies Patrick with a firm grip on his
arm while taking the bible from him, closing it with one
hand.

MONSIGNOR BRENNAN (CONT'D)
...the Lord. In the name of the
father, son, and holy ghost. Amen.

INT. CHURCH SACRISTY -- MOMENTS LATER

Patrick hangs up a robe and puts it in a closet and walks
past the Monsignor who is asleep in a chair. Patrick opens
the door and looks out to see if the coast is clear. He
runs outside letting the door SLAM behind him, startling the
Monsignor.

EXT. PLAYGROUND -- MORNING

Patrick runs across the playground through the other children
gathered there before the first bell.



He looks from side to side and decides to avoid the main
entrance hoping to enter school through a side entrance on
the lower level. As he rounds the corner and after breathing
a SIGH of relief, he is surrounded by a group of school
bullies. The leader of the group MIKE MCCAFFERTY (big for
his age, heavily freckled,with bad teeth and big ears) is
with his younger brother GREG (a slightly smaller version of
Mike), TIM GRUBER (overweight with unkempt hair and dirty
clothes), and the brothers FRANK and STEVE MORELY (dark haired
and wearing ill-fitting clothes). Mike grabs Patrick and
shoves him hard to the ground. Patrick removes his glasses
and puts them in his pants pocket.

MIKE MCCAFFERTY
Where do think you're goin'?

PATRICK
To class. I don't want to be late.

MIKE MCCAFFERTY
Get up then.

Patrick gets up and Mike shoves his brother Greg toward him.

MIKE MCCAFFERTY (CONT'D)
Get'im Greg.

The boys surround Patrick while Greg punches Patrick in the
stomach twice knocking him to the ground. Tim Gruber kicks
him in the ribs and Steve Morley steps on Patrick's fingers
while he is on the ground trying to catch his breath. Frank
Morely sees two nuns walking toward them and yells to the
others.

STEVE MORELY
Nuns! Let's get outta here.

FRANK MORELY
Run!

SCHOOL BELL RINGING

The nuns (Both in their fifties and wrinkled) walk up to
patrick who has just stood up and is wiping away tears and
straightening his clothes. He thinks they are going to help
him.

SISTER EDITH
Young man, you are late. Stop lolly
gagging and get to class...and no
more horseplay before school. That's
how people get hurt. Look at your
uniform. You look like a savage.
Dreadful!
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The other nun does not speak. She nods her head as the other
nun speaks and then looks at Patrick with disapproval. The
nuns walk away and Patrick walks slowly toward the door to
school.

INT. SCHOOL HALLWAY--EARLY AFTERNOON

Boys and girls are lined up in the hall way waiting to go
down the steps to the cafeteria. Patrick is in line next to
another boy, TERRY SCHILLIGO (buck-toothed with dark rings
under his eyes and unusually long hair that hangs into his
eyes that he constantly sweeps up and out of the way to see).
Most of the students are SNIFFING the air and making sour
faces.

TERRY SCHILLIGO
My god! What's that smell?

PATRICK
I think it's spinach!

INT. SCHOOL HALLWAY --MOMENTS LATER

As the line moves toward the door the smell gets stronger
causing GROANS and GASPS from the other students. Mike
McCafferty and his gang are in line also, nearby where Patrick
is standing. Mike is sweating and looks ill. His brother
looks at him.

GREG MCCAFFERTY
What's wrong Mike? You don't look
so good.

MIKE MCCAFERTY
Shut up will ya. I'm fine. I uh...

Mike begins to RETCH, doubling over holding his stomach. He
begins to VOMIT hard all over the hallway near the doorway
to the cafeteria. He starts CRYING. As the other children
begin LAUGHING at him including Patrick. Mike and Greg see
him laughing as do the others in his gang. Mike glares at
Patrick as he is lead away by a nun who slips in the vomit,
nearly falling. She adjusts her habit and walks away with
Mike.

TERRY SCHILLIGO
Uh oh! Now you did it!

Terry moves away from Patrick leaving him by himself in the
now widening gap in line. Greg McCafferty whispers to Patrick

GREG MCCAFFERTY
Real funny ain't it? We'll see how
much you're laughing after school.






Still, he said nothing and I, still crying, slid down his body, jumped from his
pedestal and ran home and held it inside until my mother went to the store taking
my brother and little sisters with her.

“You sure you don’t want to go with us to the grocery store?”

“No, I have homework to do, Mom.”

“We won’t be gone long. Lock the door behind us.”

The minute they left the driveway I went right to my mom and dad’s room and
knelt in front of my dad’s mahogany dresser.

I had been told never to go into my dad’s dresser, but I had gone in there
without his knowledge before. He had shown me his jewelry box and keepsakes
that he kept in there. Grabbing the bright brass drawer pulls, I slid the drawer
partly open, smooth as glass. I studied the contents for a few moments before
sliding it open completely. I removed his leather jewelry box that contained his
heavy Air Force wings and blue and grey sergeant stripes from when he was in
the Air Force during the Korean War. My grandfather’s gold pocket watch in its
case made my eyes light up every time I saw it. I wished that I had known him.
The angels took him away when I was only two. I thumbed through a stack of old
black and white photographs briefly pausing at pictures of my mom and dad,
aunts and uncles, and grandparents. I had to dig deep to find what I was after,
past the “Greetings from the Alamo” key chain and pressed white cotton

handkerchiefs.




There in the bottom of the drawer that smelled of Zippo lighter fluid and
Kool cigarettes, next to a shiny silver German bayonet with black wood handles
was a small zippered pouch that had belonged to my grandfather, my dad’s dad.

I unzipped the crinkled leather. It had a brass zipper and I suppose my
grandfather used it as a coin purse before he died. I unzipped the pouch and
imagined that it still smelled like him.

Twenty-seven .22 caliber bullets tumbled to the small multicolored hooked rug in
front of the dresser. I knew how many were in the pouch because I had counted
them before, but this time it was different. I grabbed a chair from the kitchen
and carried it to the closet and climbed up looking intently for the dull blue cloth
that my dad kept way up in the corner under his black and gray Stetson Fedoras. |
put the gray one, my favorite, on my head. It was too big for me, but I felt
secretly grown whenever I put it on. I slipped the owner’s tag from the inner
band. It read “Like Hell it’s yours” and had my dad’s name written in pencil on
the owner’s line. In bold black letters was “Levine’s Hat Company, Washington
Street, Saint Louis, Missouri.”

I clawed at the blue cloth, stretching to reach it, catching the heavy burden
within, as it slipped from the shelf and into my arms. It was heavy, heavier than
any time I had taken it down before. I ran to my room and grabbed my gym bag
and returned to my mom and dad’s room with the blue bundle under my arm. |
knelt down and unwrapped the bundle. There before me on that tiny rug lay a
possible answer to my problems. My mind raced so that I was literally dizzy. My

dad would kill me if he knew I had touched his gun, but I was on a mission. A
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shiny blue steel Smith and Wesson revolver was a nice gun. It was .22 caliber
with a long slender barrel and pretty wood grips. I knew how to load it and
carefully swung out the cylinder and held it safely like I had been taught. This
looked just the kind of gun that the detectives on television and gangsters carried.
I grabbed a small handful of cartridges and filled the cylinder with six, snapped it
shut and put the rest of the tiny brass and lead shells in the old leather pouch. 1
unzipped my red plaid gym bag and put the gun in it. It fit without a problem. I
tossed the pouch in next to it it. There would be no more beatings on that
playground.

My Catholic conscience got the better of me as I returned everything to
the exact place where I found it fully intent on being a pioneer in the ways of
school shootings. But, I happened to glance at the framed needlepoint piece of
the Ten Commandments hanging on the flowered wall next to my parent’s bed.
Thou Shalt Not Kill seemed to scream at me from the red thread, over and over
and over. Hell, Purgatory, would I go? How bad could it be? Could I kill those
other kids? I wanted them dead. I had learned to hate them with a perfect hate
and felt that my soul was already doomed. Why hadn’t Saint Stephen thrown a
rock back and at least been the first Martyr for God as well as the one who went
down swinging. Who was I to question a saint and the one I was named after, at
that? I didn’t know how to fight, much less defend myself.

I took the gun and pouch of bullets from my gym bag, shook it from the
rag, and sat on the floor. I held the gun in my hand and thought about being beat

up on the hellish playground. Iknew that I didn’t want to go back there. I put the
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barrel of the gun in mouth and started to cry. I was so sad. The metal was cold
and I could taste the gun oil on it. The front sight scraped the roof of my mouth. I
thumbed the hammer back. I was committing a mortal sin and was surely
doomed. Thou Shalt Not Kill. Did that mean me too? I hadn’t learned anything
about that one yet. I thought about my parents, my white-haired grandmother
who loved me and white marble Jesus and crucified Jesus hanging in the church.
If I did this would he help me or be ashamed? The needlepoint screamed at me
and I took the gun out of my mouth. I was still shaking when I lowered the
hammer and unloaded the gun. I carefully wiped it off, wrapped it back up, and
returned it to the closet shelf. I tossed the hats back on top of it just right, so no
one would ever know I had touched it. I put the bullets back in the pouch,
counting them to make sure, and zipped it up. I put it and everything else back
where they belonged and left my parents room and went to bed, crying myself to
sleep.

I hung out with my dad that weekend and we listened to the Cardinals on the
radio. After my dad cut the grass I sat next to him and watched him sweat. He
put a cigarette in his mouth and he let me light it for him. He handed me his
silver Zippo and I flicked it open and thumbed it hard. The flint sparked and the
flame danced while my dad steadied my tiny hand as I held it up for him. He put
his hand on top of my head, smoothing my hair briefly then opened two cold
bottles of Pepsi with a church key and handed one to me and we sat there in the
driveway and drank them together. I watched his strong hands as he drank and

smoke. Those jet building hands made me feel safe. I wanted so to be like him,
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but knew it would be a long time coming. [ started to tell him about the bullies,
but I couldn’t. He looked at me laughing, not knowing I was in trouble,

“You can keep my lighter in your pocket until I need it again. You want a
smoke?” Extending his cigarette in my direction.

I shook my head no.

“I’'m just kidding. You’re a good boy. Don’t ever smoke. Or, play with
fire, Okay?”

“I won’t.”

We played catch and I almost forgot about the schoolyard until Monday morning.

At the end of the day I was surrounded on the lower level by the soccer
field and punched around. I was if anything, a pretty fast runner. This time [ was
not punched in the stomach and was able to break away and run for home. They
chased me for a while but gave up soon thereafter. A slower kid probably got
beaten by them after I escaped.

As I walked along the chain link fence, strung tight as harp strings, near
the adjoining all- girl’s high school, I smelled the sweet end of summer roses and
tall tomato plants in the garden taken care by the nuns, whose convent was
between the high school and grade school. 1 saw a large black figure among the
flowers that I couldn’t make out. As I got closer and had a better view I saw that
it was a nun. She was as wide as a city bus and I thought that she could be
mistaken for a black bear when she stood up and stretched, holding her aching
back amid the tall rose trellises. She walked toward the fence in my direction and

waved me over seeing that I was having a bad day.
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“Dear, are you alright? What happened to your face child? What’s your
name child?”

“Kirk Lawless.”

“Come round here to the gate and come in with me.”
She pointed to the gate at the end of the fence. She walked as though she had a
bad hip. She told me her name was Sister Mary Agnes. She taught Biology at the
girls” high school. She got down on her knees and hugged me, wiping away my
tears. I told her what had happened.

“There, there. No more, no more. Let us see what we can do about this.”

“You won’t tell my parents?”

“Do you want me to?”

“No.”

“Then we’ll see what we can do. We Irish need to stick together.”
She took me to her classroom on the third floor and washed her hands of the dirt
from the garden, and then wiped the sweat from her brow, straightening her habit.
She wiped my face and got close to me, eye to eye, as close as [ had been to white
marble Jesus. Her eyes were piercing blue and she had light peach fuzz on her
cheeks and chin. She had a lilting Irish accent. When I asked her about it she told
me it was the place of her birth. She had been raised on a farm with seven
brothers and two sisters before joining the convent.

“Kirk, do you know how to defend yourself, you know, fight?” as she
shadow boxed in her classroom among the black slate topped tables decked with

Bunsen burners and test tubes.
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“Not really.”

“What saint are you named after?”

“Stephen”

“Ah, the martyr. Just because you’re named after him, doesn’t mean you
have to be like him, understand me, child?”

“Yes, sister.”

“How many of them are there?”

“Saints?”

“No child, bullies!” laughing, her eyes sparkled when she did and it made
me feel better.

“Six, seven, sometimes less.”

“Never one on one.”

“Never.”

“Then that is what we’ll work on.”

“Do you play poker Kirk?

“I’ve played with my grandmother a little on weekends.”

“We’ll play tomorrow right after school.”
[ believed at that moment white marble Jesus or hanging on the cross Jesus had
sent this nun to help me and I was happier than I had been in a long, long time.
Sister Mary Agnes showed me around her classroom stopping in front of a long
glass wall lined with shelves that was filled with jars that contained just about
every animal imaginable in glass jars filled with formaldehyde: silvery Sharks,

black and brown hairy tarantulas, rubbery purple squids, pink octopi, rainbow-
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hued piranhas, green vipers, and yellow hooded cobras, most of them were small,
many of them
babies. Sister Mary pointed out some of the smallest snakes and a piranha
handing them to me, instructing me to set them on one of the slate topped table.

“Do you know what these animals have in common, Kirk?”

“They’re all God’s creatures?”

“Yes, true, true, but what they are also is small and deadly, understand?

“I think so.”

“We will teach you to fight, but we want to make it a fair fight. If it’s not
a fair fight we will throw in a trick or two, the secret weapon if necessary.”

“Secret weapon?”
Sister Mary Agnes looked around as if to make sure no one could hear her except
for me and leaned in close. Her breath smelled of flowers, good strong coffee,
Ireland and religion. Her eyes twinkled,

“A swift kick in the balls!”
Her voice got louder and she began laughing,

“If they fight dirty, then so can we.”

I laughed so hard that a nun would say such a thing, but was fascinated by
her.

“I learned a thing or two about fighting having seven brothers around!”
She told me I could take home one of the jars, but I had to promise just to look at
the animal inside and not open the lid. I agreed and chose the piranha. She made

sure the lid was on tight.
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“See you tomorrow after school,” hugging me then patting me on the
head.

I ran home as fast as I could with the jar in my hand, being careful not to drop it.
So excited, I couldn’t eat dinner and actually couldn’t wait to get to sleep. I
studied that piranha as it floated in the clear formaldehyde it iridescent scales
danced in the glow of my little desk lamp. Its eyes were a little cloudy, but I
could see the death in its eyes, the death in its small teeth.

The next day I managed to serve mass and sneak into school without the
apes catching me. As we stood in the cafeteria line in the long hall waiting to go
downstairs, they would whisper to each other and talk about who was going to hit
me first when school was out. Colored marble Jesus stood at the end of this long
dark hall with his flaming heart exposed watching us as we waited silently. His
wounds were deep bloody red and I remembered how my own blood tasted. |
wondered if colored marble Jesus ever got mad, he was human after all, at least
for a while.

The cafeteria had some horrible smells that wafted up from it filling the
halls with boiled spinach and stewed tomato smell. It seemed that somebody
vomited at least once a day in the school, usually in the cafeteria line, and always
when it was hot in the school which was nearly every day. When it happened, the
janitor, the old wrinkled one who never spoke, would appear mysteriously in his
light gray uniform with his bucket of pink sawdust and spoon it onto the vomit

pile, which always seemed to make it smell even worse. He wouldn’t say a word,
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just cover the pile and later, after the sawdust worked its magic, returned and
scooped it up.

Mike couldn’t stand the smell of the boiled spinach and lost control. He
started making a funny noise in line and then started retching. Everyone stood
back as he cut loose. Projectile vomiting is never funny, except when you look
like an ape and your huge ears turn red and you start crying for your mommy in
front of everybody. The silent janitor stood by shaking his head in amazement as
the boy-ape purged himself of what appeared to be everything he had eaten in the
last week. His wrinkled hand clutched the smallish bucket as he watched the
chunky brown and orange puke splash on the dark marble floor. He set his bucket
down, disappeared only to return several minutes later with a small dolly on
which was a large cardboard drum of the pink stuff that he quickly shoveled onto
the pile. Everyone had a good laugh including me, but I felt a little sick as Mike’s
eyes met mine as he was lead away by one of the nuns and he saw me laughing.
The whispers began among the others about me getting mine for laughing at Mike
for puking all over himself.

Even colored marble Jesus at the end of the hall couldn’t help me now.

At the end of the day Sister Mary Agnes came into my classroom and
whispered in Sister Mary Catherine’s ear. She gave mé a wink as she left the
room. Sister Mary Catherine called me up to the front of the room,

“Kirk would you take this note to the principal of the high school for me?”

“Yes sister.”



I was a little confused, but did as I was told. When I got to the high school sister
Mary Agnes was sitting on the front steps waiting. She reached for the note and
put in into a pocket in her habit, her big black and silver crucifix swinging as she
tucked it away. I was surprised because I didn’t know they had pockets in their
habits and even more so that she hadn’t bothered to read the note.
Sister Mary read my mind,

“There’s nothing on the note child. They can’t hurt you if they can’t find
you.”
We went upstairs and moved some of the tables out of the way and she proceeded
to teach me how to box and not just how to defend myself. She had a mean right
cross for a nun and she showed me how to use it. She showed me how to box left
handed, saying it would really throw them off, but doubted any of them could
fight very well by themselves,

“That’s the way their kind operates.”
She showed me how to protect my face and followed up everyday with a
simulation of the secret weapon which always caused her to break out in the most
wonderful laughter and I loved her for it. After Sister Mary Agnes was
sufficiently sweaty and out of breath we would sit down for a cold bottle of coke
in little green bottles and move the old black Emerson fan with the shiny brass
blades close to us and turn it on high. We would play poker and gin rummy and
eat homemade vanilla fudge one of the other nuns made for her,

“We take a vow to give up some things child, good fudge is not one of

them, neither is poker.”
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My training sessions went on for almost two weeks, during which time I
went home late after learning about small deadly animals, roses, tomato plants,
fertilizer, Ireland, poker, and boxing. I also learned that nuns were nice and Sister
Mary Agnes was my friend. I also learned not to be afraid of the ape-boys. When
the coast was clear I would shimmy up the pedestal and talk to white marble Jesus
and touch the holes in his hands, feet, and side. I would pull myself up and kiss
his cheek and thank him for Sister Mary Agnes.

On the playground some days later, Mike told me that [ was going to get a
beating for laughing about him vomiting. From the corner of my eye I saw a
familiar silhouette in black and white, leaning on the garden fence. It was Sister
Mary Agnes and she was nodding and motioning with her hands as if to say “Get
on with it.” As I was surrounded by the usual group, I told them to wait a minute,

“Why don’t I fight just one of you? You know a fair fight? You’ll
probably beat me anyway.”

Mike looked around and nobody stepped up to the plate. They seemed
shocked. This was something new to them. Fat Tim in the ketchup-stained white
shirt, after a little prodding, piped up,

“I"11 take him, no problem, Mike.”

“Get him, Tim.”

The other boys circled us and were joined by other spectators who wanted to see
if these boys could handle themselves in a fair fight. Tim squared off with me
and after listening to Sister, I believed that he wasn’t going to be a very good

fighter, although he was quite a bit bigger than me. As we circled each other I
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saw two of the other nuns coming over to see what the fuss was all about. Sister
Mary Agnes whistled at them loudly and came over to them quickly and engaged
them in a huddle and all three stopped to watch from a distance. Tim looked as
though he wished they had stopped it before it started. The fight didn’t last long.
He punched me in the eye and I punched him in the eye. [ switched to a left-
handed stance and hit him in the other eye. Tim was enraged and began swinging
wildly. I hit him in the body and it only hurt my wrists.
He tackled me and I went down on the asphalt with him straddling me. Tim
started to choke me and I couldn’t breathe. In the dizzying near blackness, it
dawned on me that if both his hands were around my throat, he couldn’t protect
his face. I punched him as hard as I could several times and his nose erupted in a
geyser of blood. It dripped onto me, covering my white shirt. I was scared. |
tasted the blood when it splashed into my mouth and I spit it back at him. It
tasted like iron, just like mine, but it wasn’t mine. He released his grip and started
crying. Ithought I had killed him. I had never seen so much blood, not even my
own. I kept punching him until he was crying out load and begging me to stop.
Mike tried to pull me off of Tim and I pulled out the secret weapon. I landed a
solid kick to his nuts and he dropped too.

I stood there, the little mouse of the playground, ripped shirt, covered with
blood, offering a challenge to everyone in the little wolf pack that had plagued me
for the past several years and no one wanted to play with me. They huddled

around fat Tim and walked him home.
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[ walked past the three sisters who stood with their backs to the crowd smiling
secretly. As I passed, they clapped ever so quietly and Sister Mary Agnes took
my hand and walked me to the high school to clean me up,

“I saw everything child. You did good. My brothers would have enjoyed
that one. How about some poker?”
Later that night I walked by white marble Jesus and climbed up to say hello. AsI
slid down and stood on the pedestal next to him preparing to jump down, one of
the men from the neighborhood yelled from across the street,

“Better get down from there, you’ll get hurt.”

“Not anymore. Not anymore.”




