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CHAPTER ONE

Walking towards light.  Joy.  So that’s what that feels like.  And then?  A voice.  Male.  Soft.  Paternal.  Just outside my left ear.

“It’s not your time.”

And then, I’m falling.  I’m falling back into my body.  This is one hell of a dream.  My eyes open.  Bye, bye, joy.  Hello, agony.

“Uh!”

“Oh, you’re awake.  I was just about to call 911.”

I was in Nurse Clarissa’s office, lying on a cot.  There wasn’t a male student or teacher who wasn’t in mad-slobbering love/lust with Nurse Clarissa.  She was middle-aged, but her figure was Playboy-centerfold hot.  And she was flirty as hell.

“How are you feeling?”

“Fine.”

I looked at my watch.  Ten am.  I’d missed math.  Tragic.  My back hurt a little and so did my groin.  I touched my eye.  Ow.  Clarissa sat next to me on the cot and put her arm around my shoulders.  I felt the swell of her breast against me.  It was quite the day.  A kiss from Rachel, a beating from Joe and now?  Well, this appeared to be a seduction-attempt.  But maybe I was projecting.  That’s sure what it felt like.  And it certainly was theraputic, considering the pain I was in.

“I examined your body.”

Gulp.  Too bad I was unconscious, I wanted to say, but didn’t.

“Nothing appears to be broken.  Who did this to you?”

“I’m sorry, Nurse Clarissa.  I prefer not to say.”

“Boys.  Men.  Idiocy.  I’ll bet my nursing diploma it was Joe Mantz.”

“How come?”

“Because since he started here, at least half of the boys I’ve administered first-aid to were his victims.  Most of them told me it was him.”

You were probably rubbing their backs while they did, I wanted to say, but didn’t.

“Who found me?”

“Your friend, Richard.  He’s waiting outside.”

He came back.  Thank you, Richard.

“Okay.  Well, um, thanks for, um, examining me.  Nothing’s broken, huh?  That’s good.”

“I really ought to call an ambulance.  Hell, I should probably call the police, too.”

“No, no.  Please, don’t.”

“Why not?  All you boys are the same.  Gluttons-for-punishment, I guess.  There are girl-bullies, too, you know.  Their victims, the girls, at least, the ones I treated?  Every one of them was glad to file a police report.”

“Well, that’s probably the smart thing to do.  I dunno.  I just...please, don’t call anyone.  It’s not cool.”

She scoffed and stopped rubbing my back.  Damn.  She was a very good back-rubber.  

She sat at her desk and lit a cigarette.

“Not cool,” she said, in a mocking tone.  “Unbelievable.”

“If I told the police, I’d feel weak.  I already feel weak.  I don’t need to feel weaker.”

She took a puff and said, “So, you’re okay with him—assuming it was him, Joe—assaulting other kids?  Even your friends?”

“No.  Hell, no.  That’s why I’m going to learn how to fight.”

She snorted.

With each passing second, my attraction to her receded.

“I’m going to take karate lessons or boxing.  I dunno.”

“All right.  How many fingers am I holding up?”

“One.  The middle one.”

“Don’t look so morose.  I have a wicked sense of humor.  You’re free to go.  Here.”

She handed me a hand-sized slip of paper.  Her phone number?

“This is a nurse’s pass.  You show this to your teacher for whatever class you missed.  Okay?”

She ruffled my hair.  The needle jolted back up, so to speak.

“Don’t leave town.”

“Pardon me?”

“That’s what they say on all the cop shows.”

“Oh, right.  Anyway, thank you.”

“Just doing my job.”  

I needed a cold shower.  Richard was waiting for me outside the office.

“Holy fuck-a-roo.  Are you all right?”

“Never better, Richard.  Right-as-rain.  I mean, look at me.  Don’t I look all right?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Never mind.”

“What are we gonna do?”

“I know what I’m gonna do.”

“What?”

“I’m gonna ask Rachel out.”

CHAPTER TWO

I arrived at the same spot I’d dropped off the boys that morning, around 3:45 pm.  I said to Mike, “You look like you got run over by a bull-dozer.”

“Yeah.  I know.”

Mike, with great difficulty, started to sit in the passenger seat.  Richard balked.

“No way!  I get the front seat.”

I was keeping my eyes open for suspicious Lincolns.
“Fine, Rich.  For fuck sakes.”
I peeled away.  Mike said, “You’re wearing the same clothes from this morning.”

“I fell asleep in the car.”

Of all things, Richard started to cry.

Mike yelled, “Richard, you’re embarrassing me.”

I squeezed Richard’s shoulder.

“Why are you crying?  Never mind.  You can tell me, if you like.  Everybody cries, sometimes.  Even the toughest hombres.  Usually, over a woman.”

Richard sniffed.

“Can you drop us off at the Funny Book Farm?”

“What’s that?”

“A store that sells comic-books.”

“Is that right?  I read comics when I was a kid.”

Richard brightened up a little.

CHAPTER THREE

I knew the main reason Richard was so upset was the fact that Rachel kissed me.  This was bad.  I loved Richard like a brother, I would never hurt him intentionally.  But when Rachel kissed me, it was like I was dead one second and alive the next.  I wanted more.  Richard wiped his nose on his sleeve-jacket.

He said to Frank, “What kind of comics did you read?”

“Oh, I liked super-hero stuff.  I was into Superman and Batman, but then Marvel came along their stories felt a little more grown-up to me.”

I said, “That’s what I’ve been telling Richard.”

“Well, that’s okay.  Different strokes.  I mean, Peter Parker never turned into a gorilla.”

I laughed.  Richard looked out his window, then back at me.  He pouted.  God, he was such a pouter.

Frank said, “You know, guys, they’re making a Superman movie.”

Richard said, “Oh, Mike and I, we read Starlog magazine every month.  We’re all over Superman.”

Frank said, “I like the name of the actor they hired.  Chris Reeve.  That’s my last name.  Reeve.”

Suddenly, Richard was in a good mood.  He loved to talk about this stuff.

“Did you watch The Adventures Of Superman when you were a kid?”

“Religiously.”

“George Reeves killed himself.  Why would a guy who has everything even think about doing that?”

“You never know what another person is thinking.  I think in George’s case, yeah, he had everything, but his mind was locked on to the one thing he didn’t have.  A movie career.  An acting career.  He was type-cast.  If you think about the one thing you want the most, and know you can’t have, and that’s all you ever think about, hell, you can have all the money in the world.  Health, a great family, and still be miserable.  I think people commit suicide because the pressure in their minds gets to the point where they find life unbearable.  So.  Suicide becomes an attractive option.  When I was in prison, lots of guys killed themselves.”

Richard exploded, “You were in prison?”

“Mike can tell you about it.  Hey, you got anymore of those wonderful cookies you made?”

“No.  I ate them all.”

He burped, then farted.

“Excuse me.”

I said, “For fuck sakes, Richard, will you open your fucking window?”

He did.

“And there’s no excuse for you.”

Suddenly, he got quiet.  I wondered if Rachel was going to drive a wedge between us.

Frank said, “Well, I don’t blame you, Richard.  Your cookies are great.  You could make a lot of money with those cookies.”

Mike said, “That’s a good idea.  We could sell them at school.  Hey, Frank.  Richard can do voices, too.  You know, cartoon-voices?  Richard, do “Snaggle-puss.”

“I don’t want to.”

I repeated his last statement like he was five-years old.

Richard ignored me and said to Frank, “Turn left here.  It’s two blocks up.”

––––––––
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CHAPTER FOUR

I pulled over in front of a one-storey store, indeed called The Funny Book Farm.  There was a big display rack in the window, and it was full of comic-books.  A wave of sentimentality engulfed me.  Phil and I were big comic-book readers.  It was something I’d forgotten.  Richard said, “This is it.”

“Where can I park?”

“There’s a couple of spaces in the back.”

“Okay.”

I reached into my wallet and gave the boys a dollar each.

“Looks like you guys are having a rough-go at school.  Get yourselves some comics.  Just don’t tell your Mom or Dad that I paid for them.  They might charge me with contributing to the delinquency of a minor,” which I thought was a quick witticism, but it had the effect of the proverbial lead-balloon on the boys.  Maybe it went over their heads.

“Thanks, Frank,” they chirped in-unison, enthusiastically.  Richard got out, but Mike stayed.

“Hurry up, kid.  I don’t wanna get a parking ticket.”

Mike said, “Thanks for the dollar, but I’d rather give it back to you for a boxing lesson.”

I sighed.

“Kid, you have no idea what prison is like.”

“We have guidance class, once a week.  A guy came in one day.  He’d been in prison, just like you.  He told us he’d been raped like a hundred times.  His cell-mate cut off his thumbs.”

“Yeah, that pretty much sums it up.”

“Joe was in that class.  It didn’t do him any good, apparently.”

“Stay in the car.  I’ll around back.”

A minute later.

“Mike, don’t ask me again.  I get it.  We’re guys.  We wanna handle everything ourselves.  We hate asking for directions, right?  Women always make fun of us for that and they’re right.  But I think you oughta have your Mom file a police report.”

“That’s what Nurse Clarissa said.  But that won’t stop him.  Joe’s been to reform school.  He said he liked it there.  More than high school.  He punched his Mom, or so he says.  He brags about it and nobody challenges him.  I wanna be the first.”

“Go get your comics.  Get one for me.  They still make The Unknown Detective?”

“Oh, yeah.  I’ve read some of those.”

“Get me one.  I’m not teaching you how to fight, kid.  That’s final.  The next time you encounter Joe, just kick him in the shins.”

“I don’t wanna fight dirty.”

“When your life’s at stake, kid, that’s the only way to fight.”

“You look tired.”

“I’m off tonight.  I can catch up on my sleep.  Thanks for noticing.”

“Got any advice girl-wise?”

“Let them do all the talking.  Pay attention to everything they say.  Oh, and write down the date of your first date.  Girls tend to remember that kind of stuff.  Guys don’t.  Be a gentleman.  Hold the door open for her.”

I yawned.

“That’s all I’ve got for now.  Let’s go.  I wanna see this place.”

A minute later, we were inside.  Wow.  I’d never seen anything like it.  The entire establishment was a shrine to comic-books.  There was an over-powering smell of old paper.  And I found that I liked it.

Richard was nowhere in sight.  Mike and I looked at each other.  My heart began to hammer.  I said to the guy at the counter, “A beefy kid just came in here.”

“What?”

He was middle-aged, obese and wore a pony-tail.  I’d never seen a pony-tail on a man that didn’t look completely ridiculous.  I took a deep breath and repeated myself.

“You his Dad?”

His tone set me off.  It was a real weakness of mine, and despite my years of therapy in prison, it wasn’t going anywhere, anytime soon, if ever.  I reached over and grabbed him by his “Make Mine Marvel” T-shirt.

Mike said, “He’s not here, Frank.  Norman?”

“He’s in the can.”

I ran to the back of the store.

“You can’t go in there!  Not unless I say you can!”

Fuck, what a nerd.  I spun and gave him the middle-finger.  Mike laughed.

“Richard?”

“I’m here, Frank.”

The back-room was filled with boxes of comics.  I had to admit, being around them made me feel nostalgic.

I tapped on the door of the rest-room.

“Are you okay?”

“I have the runs.”

CHAPTER FIVE

FROM THE DIARY OF RICHARD VALLANCE

I hate Mike.  Hate him, hate him, hate him.  My Dad has a gun.  A Walther PPK 7.6 mm, just like James Bond.  Wouldn’t it be something if I shot Mike in the head tomorrow morning?  What would I do then, if I actually did that?  I wouldn’t.  I won’t.  But I like writing about it.  I dunno.  At least, I’m not eating, right now.  I want Rachel.  I’ll never have her.  Why would a beautiful girl like her even piss on me if I was on fire?  Oh, God, I hurt.  Nobody knows.  Nobody knows how much pain I’m in.  Just you, Dear Diary.  Boy, it sure would suck if this got into, as they say on tv, “the wrong hands.”  Maybe I don’t give a shit.  Let’s see now.  I kill Mike, then Frank.  Then, I take his car.  I know how to drive.  Dad said he’ll never teach me because he never wants me in the driver’s seat, his seat, what he calls his auto-throne.  But I pay attention when he drives.  I have since I was like ten.  So.  I kill Frank, take his car and drive around for a bit.  Just for kicks.  Maybe shoot a couple of folks on the way to school.  Dad—oh, hell, I’ll refer to him by his actual Christian name “Herman.”  

He’s a real Bond nut, my Dad.  He drives an Austin-Martin, just like James Bond in Goldfinger.

Anyway, Herman taught me how to shoot a couple of years ago.  What kind of Dad teaches an angry kid how to shoot a gun, but not how to drive a car?  Oh, Dad.  Remember that time you yelled at Mom?  Because she burned the popcorn?  You yelled at her for over an hour, while I sat in my room reading Superboy, losing myself in a make-believe world, while you screamed and screamed and screamed.  The walls of this apartment must be awfully thick.  I’m still waiting for the day, as I write this, still waiting for the day when someone calls the cops on you, Herman.  Hell, I’ll call them myself, after I blow your crazy brain out of your skull.  Mom burned the popcorn.  That’s a real end-of-the-world crisis, for sure.  And then you put your shoes on and said you were going to go for a drive.  You said you were going to buy a prostitute and fuck her.  You said, “The world’s ugliest prostitute in the world is prettier than you, bitch.”  And Mom said, “Don’t come back.”

I thought, as I turned the page and read about how Superboy accidentally caused Lex Luthor to lose his hair.

Good for you, Mom.  You finally, finally stood up for yourself.  You should have been proud of her, too, Dad.  You’re supposed to be proud of anyone who’s scared, even crazy-scared, but fights back.  Even if they just fight back with words.  But oh, no.  It was like she threw a fire-cracker in a barrel of oil.  “You fucking bitch,” he roared, over and over.  How many times?  And when you left, when you slammed the door shut so hard behind you, you cracked the door frame, I put my comic-book on my bed and went to Mom and held her as best as I could.  While she wept and wept.  Oh, Dad.  You don’t know how fucking lucky you are. Because all I could think about, while you were in the elevator, going down to the parking garage, was getting your gun, and running down the stairs, and shooting you by your oh-so precious car.  Well, Mom’s dead, now.  Cancer.  But that’s not what killed her, Dad.  You killed her.  You broke her heart.  And that’s how the
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