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  “We’re gonna take a ride now, Flynn. Just you and me in this here street-hungry shark, which calls itself the El Dorado,” Toddy said, his mouth grinning like a jagged knife cut in his pallid face. “Yes, sir, just a nice little drive in the country to distant places and while we drive, you’re going to do some thinking. You’re going to decide who lives and who dies. Just like the Grim Reaper, you’re going to make a choice because life is all about choices, now ain’t it?”


  2


  1980


  Flynn was a new kid and he wanted more than anything to fit in seamlessly. To become part of the greater whole and sometimes that was just the hardest thing to do. New kid. New school. And in eleventh grade yet. This was not the time to be starting fresh. Pecking orders were well-established, cliques organized, and circles rigidly closed to outsiders. Dropping into the socially ordered world of Compton High, he made nary a ripple. A week into it, he was politely ignored. A month into it, he was a target.

  Maybe they smelled new meat. Maybe they were standing back and trying to figure where he might fit into things. Whether he was cool enough to hang with the popular ones or athletic enough for the jocks, tough enough for the dirtbags or smart enough for the brains. Then, second week of October, Flynn made the decision for them. He got his tray in the lunchroom—spaghetti—and solemnly made for his usual unoccupied corner beneath the big posters announcing the upcoming Halloween dance. Of course, he never saw the outstretched leg and never did find out whom it belonged to. It was just there and he hooked his own foot around it and took the plunge, face-first. The lunchroom exploded with laughter and Flynn tossed his tray aside, covered in tomato sauce and pasta from crotch to chest, stomping away.


  Decision was made: Flynn was a dipshit.


  Flynn Connors had been a fairly popular kid back in Chicago. He lettered in track and field, dated pretty cheerleaders, and had more friends than he knew what to do with… now that same Flynn Connors, who’d walked high and proud back at his old school, had landed here at Compton High and promptly fell flat on his face. He could do no right. He said the wrong things at the wrong time, fell over his own feet in gym, was clumsy and foolish and idiotic. Whatever magic had impelled him back in Chicago, leaked out of him at Compton (probably with a high, squeaking flatulence), leaving him deflated. The jury was most certainly in: he was a dick (and a limp one at that). Take equal parts stupidity, incompetence, and self-doubt, shake it up and down and all around like an iced martini and what you poured out—spilling most of it, of course—was the new, inept, and socially unacceptable Flynn Connors, the proverbial left hand and rusty third wheel, wingnut extraordinaire, the piss in the pudding every time.


  But how could it be?


  How could it have happened? He’d been on top last year, or nearly. And now he had sunk to the lower rungs of the food chain, a mud-sucking bottom feeder. The magic had died and, Jesus, this was no good at all. This was wearing the scarlet letter and the perpetual KICK ME sign.


  He was a legend in the world of dipshits now. They’d never let him forget or live it down. In one fell swoop he’d destroyed his future.


  After his performance in the lunchroom, it got worse. The doors were thrown wide open and the target on Flynn’s ass was so big everyone saw it. Every jerk in school tried to repeat that hilarious maneuver and some days it seemed like he was dancing through a gauntlet of outstretched feet. But that was only the half of it. There was Icy Hot in his jock in gym class. The dish soap strategically placed around the rim of his pop bottle so that when he gagged and coughed, he blew bubbles. There were groups of popular girls that broke into gales of laughter every time he passed. The signs taped to his back that read KISS ME I’M A FAG and I WEAR PINK PANTIES. The love letter from him to Candy Horace, a massive and violent girl with unpleasant Neanderthal features that proceeded to shove him on his ass every time she saw him. And, the icing on the cake: the none-too-subtle messages scrawled on his locker in permanent marker, FLYNN SUCKS DICK and TWINKLE, TWINKLE, LITTLE FLYNN, BEND HIM OVER SLIDE IT IN, for all to see.


  It was a living hell.


  The sort of things that might push some students to drugs, the razor, or random bursts of violence—but it only pushed Flynn deeper inside himself so that it felt like day by day he was wearing an extra three inches of padding just to absorb the blows and humiliation. Slowly, he became desensitized, withdrawn, antisocial. Maybe he looked like a sixteen-year-old boy from a distance, but if you got in close, you saw the truth: he was a bag of hay, a scarecrow pretending to be a sixteen-year-old boy. He was a non-entity—dead and empty. The only thing with depth were his eyes and they were like old wounds, pockets of scar tissue.


  He needed help.


  And then, one day, he found it. Or it found him.
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  Here’s how it happened:


  Two weeks before Halloween, he opened his locker to find that he’d had visitors. His notebook was shredded to confetti. His jacket had been slit right up the back. And then, as an added incentive, somebody had opened his folder, taken his bio report on flatworms, and inserted a particularly slimy and vile dog turd between the pages and closed it again. Squeezing it shut so that the offending loaf was smeared into a smelly blob that had oozed out like melted chocolate. Even the plastic cover was soiled. There was no way to save any of the report. He stood there, swimming in the pervasive, unrelenting stench. A note was taped to the back of his locker. It read: A GIFT FROM YOUR FRIENDS.


  He was mortified, his face hot and his throat constricted, his belly lurching in waves like he might vomit at any moment; but he did not vomit. He put on no show of any kind. For surely, in those crowded hallways, eyes were upon him, endlessly amused, waiting to see what Dorko’s reaction would be. Trembling, his guts twisting, he slammed the door closed.


  And that was how he met Chad.


  Chad was a heavy, round kid with freckles and sandy blond hair combed into a wild birds’ nest. “You getting tired of this shit?” he said. “You had enough yet?”


  Flynn swallowed and swallowed again. “What’s it to you?”


  “I’m your friend,” Chad said. “I’m probably the only one you got.”


  But Flynn wasn’t so sure of that. He knew who Chad was. They were in the same English class. He didn’t associate much with the others. In fact, they gave him a wide berth. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t in on it with them. Didn’t mean that at all. Because standing there, staring at him, Flynn had a real ugly feeling inside. Like maybe Chad was real bad news. A rope waiting to become a noose.


  “You get tired of it,” Chad said. “I’ll help you. You let me know.”


  Then he just walked away.


  Two uppity jocks, Norm Kinder and Bobby Swinn, were coming up the corridor in their football letter jackets. These two tormented Flynn maybe a little worse than the others. But despite their rank, position, and social standing, they got out of Chad’s way. No “Hey, fatso” or “Step aside, lardass.” Nope. Nothing like that. They gave him a wide berth as if something about him turned them white inside. And maybe it did at that.


  In third period government class, Flynn was ostracized to the point that he was shuffled into the far left corner with the losers, nerds, and those kids who weren’t real big on hygiene. Daryl Smite, a thin kid who was rarely seen without pimples on his nose and an Asimov or Star Trek paperback lovingly cradled atop his armload of textbooks and binders, was one of the few that openly engaged in chat with him.


  Daryl was a math whiz who was taking college classes as a junior—physics and trig—and already had his sights set on a career in astrophysics and quantum mechanics. While the other “losers on the left” (as they were known) picked their noses, trembled, played with their Texas Instruments calculators, or just plain tried to be unseen. Daryl liked to chat endlessly about the Voyager space probe and the perihelion of Comet West.


  Flynn asked him about Chad.


  “Chad?”


  “You know, Chad Reese. Kind of chubby.”


  Daryl brayed with laughter, getting ugly looks from the popular kids. Unperturbed, he said, “Kind of? That’s like saying a fish kind of swims.” He giggled at his own joke. “What about him?”


  “Seems like he’d be a target for Norm and Bobby and the rest of those dickheads, but they leave him alone.”


  Daryl looked suddenly more than a little nervous. “Yes. Well. Um. The thing is, Chad is not someone to mess with.”


  “And why is that?” Flynn asked.


  Chad was big, but he was soft and dopey and perfectly harmless. He practically had a FUCK WITH ME: I WILL NOT FIGHT BACK sign on his forehead.


  “Well, you know…um, the thing is,” Daryl said, repeatedly swallowing as if something was stuck in his throat.


  “He’s got a badass brother? He carries a gun? His old man’s a Hell’s Angel…what?”


  Daryl sighed, looking around as if he feared he might be overheard. He reminded Flynn of a dissident living behind the Iron Curtain that was afraid to speak his mind.


  “Let’s just say that you don’t want to piss him off,” Daryl whispered. “Things have a way of happening to his enemies. Enough said.”


  Much as he tried, Flynn could not get him to say anything more than that. For the rest of the hour, he politely ignored him. Apparently at Compton there were things you talked about and those you didn’t. The way Daryl acted, you would have thought old chubby Chad was in the Mafia or something.
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  Later, Flynn slipped out of fifth hour bio only to find Norm and Bobby loitering in the hallway, both looking big and mean in their football jackets. They instinctively zeroed in on him, of course.


  “Well, well, well, if it isn’t my favorite little cocksucker,” Norm said.


  Bobby grinned, amazed as always at how Norm came up with things like that. He liked it so much he had to repeat it: “My favorite little cocksucker. I like that.”


  Norm beamed with pride. “How’s it going, faggot? I hear you started shaving your pussy.”


  Flynn bristled. He could have turned the other cheek as usual, but it had been going on so long by that point that he’d run out of cheeks. All the humiliation and bullshit boiled black inside of him.


  “Smells like shit in here,” Bobby said, which was the only line he really had so he repeated it daily.


  “So close your mouth,” Flynn said.


  Bobby’s jaw hung open. He couldn’t believe this. It was like trying to kick a mangy dog and getting kicked back. That’s not how it worked. That’s not how the game was played. Shit-sniffers like Flynn needed to know their place. He only wished he had the intellectual tools to out-smartass him, but as it was he could only stand there, shocked and unamused, a pimple-faced muscle sculpture with all the cunning of a dirty diaper.


  The defiance, in fact, locked Norm up, too, only for a second or two, but dear God, how delicious those few fleeting moments were. Flynn felt like he was tap-dancing on top of their heads. Then he came down to Earth and came down hard. Because when the shock faded, the fists came. Norm punched Flynn in the stomach and landed a few good ones on top of his head that drove him into the floor like a tent spike. And Bobby, not to be outdone, gave him a good, swift punter’s kick in the ass that drove him into the lockers.


  “See you after school, homo,” Bobby told him.


  Dozens of kids witnessed the confrontation, of course, but not a one came forward to finger the perpetrators. They didn’t need that kind of trouble. And, besides, in their immature little brains it all was kind of funny. Funny because Flynn was this weirdo from another school who landed at Compton, head held high and chest puffed out like he was really something when he was nothing at all. He should’ve known his place and gradually worked his way up the ladder, rung by rung; it was how it was done. But that little jack-off thought he was too good for that. He wanted to swim with the big fish in clear, blue waters at the top of the food chain instead of accepting his lowly rank as a mud guppy, a bottom-feeder, a sludge puppy. But Norm and Bobby sure showed him, all right. You just had to laugh because Flynn had it coming.


  Boy, did he ever.


  And to those kids who watched it happen—two big guys against one smaller guy, tsk, tsk—or looked away and pretended they didn’t see it at all or smiled uncomfortably because they dared not smile with those two apes and incur their wrath—they were just thankful it wasn’t them. They thanked God it wasn’t them. Because at Compton High the last thing you needed were those two apes exposing you as the stuck-up/selfish/vacuous princess you indeed were or the gutless/cowardly/weak-kneed yes-man you were becoming and would be the rest of your narrow little life as a hamster on the wheel.


  Flynn breezed through the rest of the day, thinking, brooding, and scheming, coming up with elaborate revenge plans that were ridiculous and mostly copied from Chuck Norris movies he’d seen. Bottom line was, he didn’t know kung fu, this was not the movies, and he couldn’t blow them away without blowing away his entire life in the process—so it was time to take a good beating.


  He knew he didn’t stand a chance against those goons. All day long kids were eyeing him up, waiting for him to crack and go to the principal. It was like High Noon all over again. But he wasn’t going to back down. Maybe they would hurt him, but he would make damn sure they paid for that privilege in blood and loose teeth. That was important. Not only for himself but for the rest of those wet ends that watched him get bullied and had done nothing about it.


  Sixth hour came, world history, and before Flynn even got through the door he felt a warm paw on his shoulder. He spun, ready for action, but it was only Chad.


  “You know it doesn’t have to be this way,” he said.


  Flynn swallowed. The entire school must have known about it by now, the beat-down of the century, the blue ribbon ass-kicking they would be talking about for years to come. “I don’t see much of a way out.”


  “You’re wrong. There is a way.” He pulled Flynn aside and said, “Last year, I was you. Those pricks fucked with me constantly. I was ready to come into school with my old man’s twelve-gauge and straighten some asses out. Then…well, let’s just say divine intervention shone down upon me. I hooked up with some guys. They took care of my business and they’ll take care of yours.”


  Flynn was suspicious. “Like…what? Some hoods? Some bikers? What are you talking about?”


  “I’m talking about giving to those most in need, about straightening out your mess, about friends who will make your enemies their own. And when that happens…God help little Bobby and Norm and the rest of the Compton High varsity turds.”


  Flynn liked the idea as much as he feared it. But services like that couldn’t be free and that was what really scared him. Who were these people? Some kind of gang or professional thugs? Whoever they were, they must have been some real ringers. Bobby and Norm were big guys, both built like brick shithouses. They weren’t the sort you wanted to take on if you could avoid it. Still, Flynn knew there were some real animals in this world, cold-blooded monsters that would make the biggest, meanest jock piss their pants…but did he really want to be in debt to people like that?


  “I’ll handle it myself,” he finally said.


  “Ah, poor Flynn. I knew him well,” Chad said.


  Though it didn’t occur to him at the time, later when Flynn thought about it, it seemed that his refusal somehow relieved Chad as much as it made him nervous. It was hard to understand such conflicting emotions at the time, but later it made all the sense in the world.


  Sixth hour ground to a halt and Flynn went to his locker to put his stuff away. He neither rushed from the school like the others or unnecessarily loitered. He tried to be cool and laid-back. They would be waiting for him, so let them get anxious, let them worry that he had gone to the principal or something because they knew as he did that if they got busted bullying and beating another kid, they would be barred from sports.


  So Flynn took his time.


  He had already refused Chad, so he was definitely on his own. Nobody would help him. He began to feel more and more like Marshal Kane in High Noon. It was showdown time and it could not be avoided. He always exited the school through the entrance in the west wing, so that’s what he did today. He would do nothing differently. He would not give them the satisfaction of thinking they had spooked him. He would walk out the doors and let them see no fear.


  At first, he didn’t see them because they were hiding around the side of the building, carefully cloaked in the bushes. Despite their size and strength advantage, they still wanted to get the jump on him, big tough guys that they were.


  They rushed out and Flynn felt his stomach drop into his shoes. And then they were on him.


  Bobby reached him first, grabbing for him with big meaty hands and Flynn did the only thing he could do—he brought the massive tome of his world history text to bear. He had it cradled in his left arm and flung it right at Bobby’s face like a discus and had the pleasure of seeing Bobby cry out and stagger backward as it was right on target.


  By then Norm had him, screaming, “YOU’LL PAY FOR THAT, YOU LITTLE FUCKING FAGGOT!“


  Then Flynn was going at it with Norm, ducking two of his punches and taking a third that glanced off his cheekbone and nearly tore his ear off. But he got in one good punch, smashing his fist into Norm’s left eye before taking a shot to the forehead that made his skull explode with stars. He kicked Norm in the shins, stomped on his foot with everything he had, took another shot, and landed a good one to Norm’s jaw that made his head fly back.


  Then Bobby hit him from behind and he nearly went out cold. He slumped over and Norm got him in a headlock while Bobby punched him in the stomach, doubling him over and knocking the wind—and fight—right out of him. The only good thing was that Bobby’s lip was torn open, his chin wet with blood and his teeth pink.


  But that was all she wrote because as Norm held him, Bobby pounded him mercilessly. Flynn took two good shots to the face, and three more to the top of the head that dropped him to the sidewalk—and then they were kicking the stuffing out of him.


  Broken, beaten, and humiliated, he lay there, refusing to cry but feeling the tears washing the blood down his face. At which point, Mr. Martin, the geography teacher, showed up and helped him over to a bench to sit down.


  “Who did this to you?” he asked.


  And it was at that moment, doubled-over with pain that he had an epiphany as he stared up at Mr. Martin’s face. He knows who did it. He fucking watched it happen. He didn’t want to believe it, yet he knew it was true. Mr. Martin had seen it happen and only charged out to help once the dust had settled.


  “Flynn…you have to tell me who did this to you.”


  “That’s my business and…I’ll handle it in my own way,” he told him, spitting out blood.


  Mr. Martin looked relieved, didn’t he? Oh yes, he certainly did.


  “This needs to be handled,” he said, nearly choking on the froth of his own regurgitative bullshit. “You can’t let people get away with this.”


  “They already did.” He paused. “And you saw it.”


  “I did nothing of the kind!”


  “Yes, you did.”


  While Mr. Martin stammered and stumbled over his words, Flynn, threaded with aches and pains, wondered why he hadn’t broken it up. Was he afraid of them? No, he didn’t think it was that. There was only one thing it could be—Mr. Martin was a big booster of the Compton Leopards football team. He’d played for them himself back in the ’50s and everyone in his classes had to hear about it again and again. He announced the games on fall nights over at the athletic field and if you drove past his house over on Pine, he had Leopards pennants and flags flying high and proud. You’d have thought they’d won the Super Bowl the way he carried on. He’s protecting those idiots because they’re good athletes. Bobby is the star running back and Norm is the best wide receiver this school ever saw. Yeah, that was it. They were both assholes with kitty litter for brains but they were good with a ball and that’s all that counted.


  Flynn knew he was expendable.


  Bobby and Norm were not.


  As Mr. Martin went on and on, assuring him of his complete innocence in the matter and vowing to punish the guilty parties—yeah, and turtles can fucking fly and submarines have screen doors and cows have kickstands—to the full extent of the law, what old shit-for-brains alumni extraordinaire and president of the Leopards fan club was really saying was, Sure, they’re wild boys but we need ’em to make the plays and give us the numbers, so let’s just keep quiet about this, shall we? He went on and on and Flynn, despite his pain, wanted to laugh. Mr. Martin was a real clown. He wondered if he performed at faculty meetings, riding around on a unicycle, pumping a horn, and shaking a rubber chicken.


  Finally, Flynn got up, refusing to be brought to the school nurse. “I’m all right. But next time you see those fucking monkeys beating a kid, you might want to intervene.”


  He left Mr. Martin there trying to assure him that he would never allow such a thing to happen…even though he most surely had.
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  As he walked home, Flynn knew there was no way in hell he could let his mom and dad see him like this. His mom would flip out and have the state police, county sheriff, and the FBI involved before she was through and that would barely stem her rage. She was a great mom and Flynn knew it, but you didn’t want to cross her. His dad was just the opposite—laid-back and easygoing, always had that, Aw, shucks, what can you do about it? look on his face.


  But Mom was different. Mom was a missile out in a silo in Nebraska waiting to reign hell down on the Ruskies. She was canned heat. She was Godzilla itching to stomp Tokyo. She was potential energy ready to go kinetic and God help any that were in her path. By the time she was done threatening, rallying her forces, and suing the ever living balls off the school district, Mr. Martin would no longer have a job and Compton High wouldn’t be able to afford a football team.


  Flynn knew she loved him and she was a real mother bear protecting her cubs when it came to her children, but…well, despite the beating he’d taken, it just didn’t look right for a guy to have his mother fighting his battles.


  No, there had to be another way.


  Regardless, he couldn’t let her see him like that or she’d go up like the bomb that fell on Hiroshima. He had to come up with something. As he walked…well, limped…home, he kept turning it around in his mind. In his desperation, he even thought of throwing himself out in front of a moving car, but that was definitely adding insult to injury and he wasn’t about to drag some innocent driver down with him.


  Dad would still be at work at the license bureau for several hours, but Mom would be home. She worked mornings at State Farm, but her afternoons were free. Ever since Bethany went away to college to study marketing and Flynn had reached the age where he could look after himself, she had a lot of time on her hands. She didn’t like crafts or soap operas like other moms and crossword puzzles pissed her off, so she had taken up watercolor painting.


  She went to the arts center twice a week for instruction. At first, she had sucked at it but she was gradually getting better. Her choice of subject matter left a little something to be desired—kitschy clowns of all things. Clowns with balloons. Clowns walking tight wires with little umbrellas in their hands. Clowns laughing. Clowns crying. Clowns riding on the backs of horses (he never understood that at all). He had always wondered who painted those awful clown paintings you see in peoples’ houses—usually your cat-loving great aunt Tilly or Granny Mircella, who wasn’t quite right in the head—but now he knew.


  The problem with Mom’s clowns (besides the obvious) were that they always looked angry. It was something Flynn and his dad giggled over. They always looked like they’d walked the hard road and maybe done a little time for simple larceny. Chuckles ain’t in the mood for your shit today, kiddies, so fuck off. He had a hard night with his pal Johnny Walker, capisce?


  Mom would no doubt be home rendering another disenfranchised clown.


  What to do about that?


  Flynn thought it over and over and the answer came to him unbidden: his motorcycle. He had a Suzuki 125 out in the garage that his old man had gotten for him and his mother was vehemently opposed to. She called it a death trap and an accident waiting to happen.


  Sure enough, her car was in the driveway.


  It wasn’t unusual for him to hop on the bike for a spin after school so he did just that. Riding hurt like hell but it would all be worth it, he thought—if it worked. He came back an hour later having spent most of his time lying in the grass beneath an oak. He walked into the house, bruised and banged-up.


  “Had a little spill,” he said.


  Mom’s paintbrush went airborne, she rushed over to him, and he let the wheels spin and propel him along. He had to go to the clinic, of course, and get checked out. No broken bones, thank God, lacerations and contusions aplenty but nothing serious. When he got home, he was tucked in bed and he did little but eat steaming cups of Mug-O-Lunch, ice cream, and Pop-Tarts. His dad came home with the new issue of Cream and brought him some cheeseburgers from Burger Chef. It almost seemed that all was right in the world.


  But it wasn’t.


  As he watched Magnum, P.I. and then Barney Miller, he kept thinking about Mr. Martin and particularly Norm and Bobby. They were probably having a real hoot over the whole thing and that’s what bothered Flynn the most.


  That they were going to get away with it.


  That they weren’t going to get punished.


  And that they knew this and gloated over the fact. That’s what really turned the screw in his belly and made him hunger for revenge. Some accounts just had to be settled. As he drifted off that night, he thought real hard about what Chad had said.
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  His mom insisted he take the rest of the week off from school and he was okay with that. By Monday, he was feeling pretty good, but the knowing leers and mocking smiles he got from people nearly turned his stomach. Got yours, didn’t you, Flynn? He was called into the principal’s office during second hour. Mr. Martin, of course, had done his teacherly duty and reported what happened last week. Flynn was grilled by Mr. Russel in the presence of Mr. Martin, but he wouldn’t give any names.


  “I just can’t understand why you’re being so difficult about this, Flynn. This kind of thing can’t go unpunished.”


  “You wouldn’t do anything about it anyway,” he told him.


  And there was no mistaking the fact that Mr. Martin flushed and had to look away.


  Mr. Russel kept at it. He wanted names and he wanted witnesses. Flynn would not cooperate. He knew then, deep in his heart, that accounts would be settled but not by a couple pecksniffs like Russel and Martin that were waving the Compton Leopards flag. Their brains had long since stopped functioning.


  The interrogation ended there with Mr. Russel at his wit’s end. Flynn had a strong desire to say, if you want to know who did it, ask Mr. Martin. But he didn’t. Maybe he should have, but something in him—pride? Self-respect?—wouldn’t let him sink to that. Mr. Martin knew and he had to live with that knowledge. Flynn hoped it gave him a fucking aneurism.


  For three days, it was quiet. He did not see Bobby or Norm and the looks from the other students began to fade. He saw Mr. Martin a few times, but he refused to meet the accusatory look in Flynn’s eyes. That was okay. That was just fine. Sooner or later, he was going to regret what he did. That’s what Flynn kept telling himself. That in the end, shitheads like Martin always got what they deserved. He honestly didn’t believe it, but it made him feel better to think so.


  Then on Thursday, things started to heat up again. He walked the halls between classes feeling like the lone man who had dared stand up to the system, meeting every look with one of his own. Before he got to bio that day, he ran into Norm and Bobby. He took pleasure in the fact that Bobby had a good shiner that was just beginning to fade and Norm had a nasty-looking scar on his lip that continued up an inch toward his nose.


  “You think this is done, don’t you?” Norm said.


  “No, it’s not done. Not by a long shot.”


  “Oh, you hear that, Bobby? Piss-boy is threatening us. I guess we’ll see you after school again, pussy.”


  “You can count on it.”


  But they didn’t see him after school. It was all bluff and bravado. He would have liked nothing better than to give Norm a matching set of shiners, but he didn’t feel like taking a beating again. Frustrated and angry, he walked right out of school that day and went straight home, telling his mom he was coming down with something. He spent a good hour in his room, sobbing and punching his pillow, thinking about it all and hating them and maybe hating himself a little bit more. It had all gone too far and he couldn’t live like that anymore. He just couldn’t. But what could he do? What could he really do?


  Then the phone rang.


  “Hey, Flynn,” the voice said. “You know who this is?”


  Flynn did. Chad. Chad again.


  Like he knew. He knew I was at the end of my rope and he knew just when to call, Flynn thought.


  “Yeah. What do you want?”


  Chad laughed. “Oh, don’t play dumb. Don’t be a whipping boy your entire life. It’s not about what I want, it’s about what you want. Are you sick of that shit yet?”


  Flynn swallowed, his mouth betraying him: “Yeah…I can’t take it anymore.”


  “Okay…then what you need are the right friends.”


  Flynn sat there. Who were they? A gang? But by that point, he honestly didn’t give a rat’s ass. He wanted payback in the worst possible way. He wanted blood and he intended on having it one way or another. “Yeah, that’s what I want. Can you recommend some?”


  “I can if you’re sure it’s what you want,” Chad said. And was there something in his voice? A hesitation? An undercurrent of dread? Something Chad didn’t dare put into words, but one that clearly said, You sure, Flynn? You sure you want to go this far?


  But Flynn said, “It’s what I want.”


  “Okay,” Chad sighed. “Okay. You know the alley behind the National Fruit building off Main?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Be there in an hour.”


  “Why?”


  Chad chuckled in a cool voice. “Because…because we’ll have a present for you.”


  The line went dead. Flynn sat there a long time, staring at the phone before placing it back on its cradle. Here was a way out being offered to him, yet…yet, he couldn’t shake a feeling of apprehension about it all. Like maybe he’d just made the worst mistake of his life.
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  Mistake or not, ten minutes later he was on Main, passing all the storefronts with their cardboard Halloween cutouts taped to the windows—witches peering over cauldrons, pumpkin-headed jesters, crepe-paper skeletons—just rushing along, his heart pounding and nerves jangling. The A&P had hamburger on sale and you could bowl two games for the price of one at Taplinger Lanes, take advantage of the Spooktacular Savings at Lauerman’s Department Store and get half-off rubber masks at Rexall Drugs. Flynn turned the corner past Clyde’s Barbershop and nearly ran into a guy dressed like a ghost. He had a red bucket in one hand, collecting for Unicef’s Halloween drive.


  “Boo,” he said.


  Flynn nearly had a heart attack. It was Halloween tomorrow for godsake; people running around in sheets was hardly a novelty…yet, a fear that was formless and nameless got under his skin and stayed there, refusing to leave. It haunted his bones like a ghost clinging to the rafters of a deserted house. He couldn’t explain it or rationalize it; it was simply there. Only later did he understand that it was a foreboding of the worst possible type.


  As he walked, a voice in the back of his head said, It’s not too late, you know. You can turn back and call all this off before it gets out of hand. It’s never too late for that.


  But it was.


  Because certain things set into action cannot be recalled and certain forces once called up cannot be put down.


  He kept going until he spotted the National Fruit building dead center of a row of warehouses. It was a grimy, industrial area of machine shops and freight depots, the train yards down the way. The air smelled like rust and machine oil. Flynn cut into the alley alongside National Fruit and there, just beyond a loading dock, was a little grassy courtyard flanked by a boarded-up railroad hotel. Chad was there.


  “Hey, Flynn, what took ya?”


  “Got here as quick as I could.”


  The first thing he saw was a long, sleek black Cadillac. With its rising tailfins it looked like a missile. He had poured over enough of his dad’s classic car magazines by that point to know a 1959 El Dorado when he saw one. The second thing he saw were two guys standing behind it. Tall, hard-looking guys with flat-top crewcuts, white T-shirts, cuffed jeans, and scuffed black leather engineer’s boots with buckles on them. One was blond and the other was dark. They were both pale as ghosts. They looked like a couple hoods from the 1950s, the sort that show up in black-and-white AIP movies at three in the morning.


  Flynn looked at them and felt a chill run down his spine, dread opening up in his belly like a buzzard stretching its wings. They looked older, like they’d been around awhile. Experience and rough living had lined their faces, given them old
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