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To Stacy, thank you for never giving up on me.

To the bullies of the world, I’m sorry for your
weakness.

To my family, my blood and the adopted ones.

They say, if you have two good friends, you’re
wealthy; I must be a billionaire.

Be true to yourself, and your rewards will be
amazing.

Quote: You have to go through hell to get to
heaven.
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Chapter One

Sandy walked down
the street wondering what she should do about her feelings and how
they were affecting her friends. Counting the cracks on the
concrete sidewalk, she never heard them coming. The first punch
knocked her to the ground. Dazed, she moaned, “Fuck You.”

The cloth covered her face as she fell into
a deep sleep. She woke up with blurred vision and heard the voices
whispering, “Let’s cut her first.”

“Relax.”

Two of them approached her. She tried to
move but was bound with zip ties. “Not so mouthy now, are you?” She
was smacked in the face a couple of times, and she cried out in
pain.

“Let me have some fun too.”

“Okay, have your fun but, remember, we need
her to bring that fat bastard to us.”

“I know, but we can wake her up again.”

“I like the way you think. Go ahead. Teach
her a lesson.”

***

Her eyes beaten shut, she listened, no one
was there, so she began yelling, “Help! Help! Someone please help
me.” Surrounded by darkness and drifting in and out, she could not
tell if it was day or night, what day it was, or how many times she
called for help.

She gasped for breath as the ice water
poured over her head and down her body.

“Wake up, bitch. Can I cut her now?” he
asked waving the knife at her.

“No. I said we need her to get that fat
bastard.”

“Sorry. How much longer?”

“Patience. Now get me her cell phone.”

“Here you go.”

“Let’s see, your parents and that fat loser,
Gene, are the only ones that called you. That’s sweet that your
parents are worried, but why him? Do you like charity cases?” he
asked cocking his head.

“He’s the best guy. You guys are the losers.
I know who you are now.”

The pipe cracked against her head knocking
her out again. “Do you think she knows who we are?” he asked
trembling with fear.

“Shut up. It doesn’t matter. None of them
are going to live to tell anyone. Bring me the small sledge
hammer.”

“What are going to do? I can’t kill
anyone.”

“Break her ankles so she can’t escape.”

“You’re crazy.”

“You do the first one. You’ll like it.”

Swinging the hammer, he heard the bones
break. “That sounded cool.”

“See, I knew you’d enjoy it. Do the other
one.”

The sound of her other ankle breaking echoed
through the shed, “That felt great.” He hugged his little
brother.

Dousing her with the ice water again, she
caught her breath and screamed, “You’ll never get away with this.”
She screamed in horror as the excruciating pain shot up her body.
“What did you do to me?”

“We can do whatever we want. We’re in
control. If you think you’re in pain now, wait until we get the
loser here.”

“What are you going to do with him?”

“Don’t worry. You’ll both have a front row
seat.”

“What about, you know who?”

“Shut the fuck up,” and he slammed his
brother up against the door. “What about who? Are you happy now?
Knock her out while I think.”

“No.”

“No?”

“I won’t say anything. I promise. Please,”
she begged for her life as she saw the pipe coming at her.

***

Gene received the text from Sandy, but he
didn’t recognize the address. Riding his bike through the
neighborhood, he followed her directions from the text.

Stopping at the address she provided, he
looked around, calling out her name. After a few minutes, he walked
around to the back of the house, hearing her call from a shed.
Confused, he opened the door and saw Sandy’s tear-soaked face, her
body bound and coated in blood, as she cried, “I’m sorry.”

They claimed their second victim as he was
knocked out and fell to the ground.

***

Gene slowly tried to open his blackened
eyes. “What the hell? What happened?”

“Shut up. Now you have no one to protect
you.”

“Who is this? What did you do? Where are
we?” The smell of gas and paint thinner filled his nostrils. Making
a small cut above his eye, Gene could now open his eyes. Gazing
around, he focused on Sandy, “Oh my God! Sandy? Answer me.” The
tears stung as the blood ran down his face.

“We wanted you up so you could see what
we’re going to do to your little girlfriend,” he laughed as he
stabbed Gene in the leg. Gene screamed out in pain as he passed out
again.

Ice water woke both of them up. They began
smacking Sandy in the face. “How’s that feel, you little
bitch?”

“Please stop. She didn’t do anything. Punish
me.” Gene twisted his body trying to break free from the ties.

“Don’t worry; you’re next,” he said waving a
ten-inch knife in Gene’s face. They stabbed Sandy and the knife was
quickly covered in blood.

“She’s not so pretty anymore, is she, you
fat piece of shit.”

Gene begged, “Please leave her alone. Why
are you doing this?”

“What are you going to do about it?”

“Please. Please.” Squinting, trying to see
who was doing this, Gene felt the knife piercing his stomach, and
the blood entering his throat. Choking on the blood in his mouth,
he spat it out.

Passing out he heard the words, “Now we
finish the girl.”

Hearing their parents outside, the older
brother said, “We’ll finish this later.”

***

After dinner, the brothers entered the fort
they had built and were shocked to discover that their first victim
had escaped. “We have to find her. Grab your knife and yell for me
when you find her.”

“I’m scared. What if she gets away?”

“She won’t. This time we’ll kill her.”

“I got her.” He smacked her on the side of
the head with a stick.

“Good job little brother. Grab her feet;
we’ll carry her back to the fort.”

“Can we keep up with all of this?”

“Yes. The other two are locked in the shed;
they aren’t going anywhere. This little bitch will get hers this
time.”

Barely coherent, she saw them arguing back
and forth, thinking what to do, she reached for the knife they left
on the floor, and she cut the ties. Quietly sneaking up, she hit
one of them with all she had. As he fell back into his brother, she
ran out into the woods.

“C’mon,” he yelled pushing his brother off
him. “Don’t let her get away.”

“I’m bleeding.”

“I don’t care. We have to get her. She won’t
get far in the woods.”

Crawling up the hill as the car lights went
by, she made it to the street “Help! Help me!”

Her beaten body giving up she passed out,
the driver assured her, “Don’t worry. Help is on its way. What’s
your name?”

Struggling to respond, she murmured,
“Melissa. Please help me.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t understand you. Do you
live around here? I called the police. They’re on their way. Just
stay calm.” She could hear the sirens as she heard the man say,
“Over here. Hurry. She’s bleeding badly.”


Chapter Two

Gene shot up from
the bed, hearing his Mom yelling, “You’re going to be late for
school.”

“Yes, Mom.” He quickly got dressed and
rushed past his mom to the bus stop.

***

Gene hurried to Phys. Ed., jammed his pudgy
legs into his shorts, and slammed his locker. Gene went out to the
gymnasium. Coach Willis fixed a look at him, “Always the last one
out.”

The guys on the team snickered at him
saying, “That's why you’ll never be one of us.”

“Sorry, Coach,” Gene said with a downcast
look. Struggling with the equipment bag, he brought it out to the
field.

“Maybe you can get one of the girls on the
volleyball team to help you,” Brad said degrading him once again.
Gene peered across the gym at Melissa. He waved to his best friend
with a smile. She gave a short wave, as she ran to the volleyball
court.

Brad, team captain and star pitcher, shouted
across the gym, flexing his biceps, “Hey, baby, want a real man?
C'mon, slave boy; let’s go. You’ll never have a girl like that. She
doesn’t want someone who carries their balls in a gym bag.”

Gene slumped down as if the life was
draining from him. Setting the bags in the dugout, the dust flying
into his face, and seeing Brad whispering to the rest of the team,
Gene began to panic at what Brad had planned for him.

“What are you looking at slave boy?” Coyly,
he set a few bats out as the boys chose sides and started to play.
Gene dreamed of a day when he would hit the winning homerun and
Melissa would be there waiting to congratulate him.

Doug, Brad’s little brother and lackey,
motioned to Gene to come out. Nervously, Gene walked up to him.
“Get me an aluminum bat you tub of lard.” Gene shyly handed it to
him. “Not this one, peon. Get me another. Hurry up. Move your fat
ass. Good thing I wasn't dying.”

“Sorry,” Gene said bowing his head.

“You should be,” Doug laughed snidely.

Repeatedly, they made Gene run back and
forth getting bats and balls. Coach Willis stood by the fence and
did nothing. “Okay, bring it in guys. Good practice. Gene, put all
the equipment away and hurry up.”

Gritting his teeth, Gene finished putting
everything in the bag. He carried it back in, as Melissa watched
from the door. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” he snapped.

“I'm your friend,” she said, grazing his
arm.

“I know. I'm sorry,” he said, hunching over.
“They make me mad.”

“I would say talk to Coach Willis, but I
know that’s pointless. He treats you as bad as they do.”

“They’re right. I’ll never amount to
anything.” He kicked the bags in disgust.

“That’s not true,” she declared, curling her
lips. “You’re smart, funny, and very caring.” She smiled and
touched him as she held the door.

“Yeah, I guess being smart is something,” he
mumbled gazing down. “I have to get to class. Talk to you
later.”

“Okay. Keep your head up.” Her eyes followed
him. Gene admired the way Melissa always complimented him when he
needed it. He finished his day with his favorite class, computer
science. Darting to get to the bus, he was met by Brad and Doug.
“Look at slave boy with all his books. Lots of homework?”

“Yes.”

Doug slammed the books out of his hands.
Papers went flying everywhere as they laughed at him.

“I think he’s going to cry, Doug. Aw.”

Under his breath, Gene muttered, “Dicks.”
Grabbing his books and papers, he barely made it to the bus for the
ride home.

“I saved you a seat.” Melissa patted the
seat beside her.

“Thanks,” he muttered with his face
tightening.

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing,” he said slouching in the
seat.

“I know that look. What did they do
now?”

She saw all his books in disarray. He tried
organizing them back into place and she helped him. “Thanks.”

The bus came to their stop. The dust blew
into Gene's face, as the bus pulled away. Coughing on the exhaust,
he moaned, “Well, I made it through another school day.”

“Hey, don't let those jerks bother you.”

Gene turned back to see Melissa. Wiping the
dust from his eyes, he said, “It’s easy for you to say.”

“I hate them.”

“I do too. Why don't you tell the principal,
or your parents?”

“It would only make it worse.”

“Are you afraid?” She asked, staring into
his eyes.

“Yes I am. They’re bigger, stronger, and
there are two of them.”

“Are you going to go through life being
afraid?” she scowled.

“I hope not. I know you've been my best
friend since kindergarten, but you don't understand. You’re
beautiful and skinny,” he said eyeing her form.

She smiled, “Thanks. Stop being so hard on
yourself. You can't continue like this. It's affecting school and
your parents will soon know anyway.”

“I'm sorry, Melissa, but I have to go.”

“See you tomorrow. Just think about what I
said.”

He watched the girl of his dreams walk away.
The short walk from the bus stop seemed endless and he hoped no one
else would bother him. Sneaking past his father, he went straight
to his bedroom, hoping he wouldn’t be interrupted.

“Hey, how was school?”

“Good, Dad.”

“That’s it? What did you learn?”

“Just stuff,” he answered irritated. “I got
homework.” Gene turned on his MP3 player and dropped onto his bed.
Frustrated, he grabbed his pillow and screamed into it.

***

Knocking on his door, his mother startled
him. “Dinner.”

“Oh, hi, Mom. What time is it?”

“Six o’ clock. Have you been sleeping all
afternoon?” she asked with her hands on her hips.

“I guess.”

“Dinner’s ready.”

He sat down at the table as he stared at the
plate of pasta, the scent of garlic filled the air.

“How was school?”

“Okay.”

“That's it? Nothing happened?” she asked
with her eyes fixed on him.

“Just the usual.” He stared down, twirling
the linguini with his fork.

“You love pasta. Are you feeling okay?” she
asked feeling his forehead.

“Yes.”

His mother glared across the table at her
husband, “Are you going to say anything?”

“What?” he asked, opening his arms. “I asked
him about school when he first came home.”

“And?”

“I got the same response as you.”

“Gene? What did you do today?”

“Same as always.”

“You’re going into high school next
year.”

“Yes, I know.”

“You have to start planning your future,”
she said glaring at him.

“Can't we talk about this later?” he mumbled
shoveling the food into his mouth.

“Let him finish his dinner, Liz. We can
discuss this later.”

Disgusted with his remark and
deal-with-it-later attitude, she narrowed her eyes at Aaron, let
them both finish, and then cleared their plates.

“You better start thinking about your
future,” Aaron said sternly echoing Liz’s feelings.

“I will.”

***

Peeking her head into his office, Liz said,
“Aaron we have to talk about our son.”

Tapping hard on the keyboard, he said, “I
need to work on this.”

“You don't seem to care,” she said raising
her voice.

“These bills aren’t going to pay
themselves,” he muttered, showing her the stack that had
accumulated.

“Look at me,” she demanded. “Do you think
this is my fault?” She tapped her feet.

Turning and looking up at her with a stern
look, he said, “Please let me do this.”

Abruptly, she turned away, murmuring to
herself, “I can't get through to either one of them.”

The light from under Gene's bedroom dimly
lit the hallway. Liz knocked on his door. She knocked once again,
“Gene?”

“Yeah?” he said forcing his answer.

“Can I come in?”

“Yes. What do you want?”

“I see you have homework, but we need to
discuss your future.”

“Are you kidding me? I still have time.”

Rolling her eyes, she said, “This is when
you should be making plans.”

“For what?”

“Your career, college. What do you want to
do?”

“Read my magazine and listen to my music.
How's that?” he said plowing his head into the article.

“Don't get smart; I'm still your mother,”
she said pointing her finger at him. “I can see you’re preoccupied,
so just think about it please.” She stood there for several
seconds. “Well?”

“Yes, I will. Okay?”

“That's all I ask.” In her soft voice, she
said, “I love you,” and she drifted away. She shut the door and
walked past Aaron, who was still in his office. Opening the
refrigerator, she grabbed a Diet Coke and went to the bedroom.
Turning on the news, she took a sip and placed the can on the end
table. Disrobing, she sauntered to the bathroom. Pulling back the
shower curtain, she turned the water on and stepped in, feeling
relaxed as the water cascaded over her frustrated body. How can
I get through to Gene? I don't want to be one of those moms that
preach not teach. I wish he could understand that I only want the
best for him. I know I can't be his friend and his parent.
Something’s bothering him. I know it. What can it be?”

Hearing the bedroom door open, she turned
off the water and wrapped the towel around herself. Watching Aaron
undress, she stood in front of the mirror. She brushed her wavy
brown hair as she called out to him, “I'll be done in a
minute.”

“Okay,” he said. Throwing his clothes in the
overflowing hamper, he guzzled his beer. “What time are you going
to work?” he asked toying with the alarm clock.

“Eight o'clock. Why?”

“I need to set the alarm.”

“What about you?”

“I have to go to the Parson's house to give
them an estimate.”

“Is that it?” she asked, rolling her
eyes.

“Unfortunately, yes,” he answered, dropping
his head.

Pausing, knowing what she was thinking after
being married to her for twenty years, “I wish it was more.
Hopefully, the new mailers will help drum up some new customers.
How about you, do you have much going on lately?”

“A little, but this economy isn't helping
either.” Sliding the closet door, she grabbed shorts and a t-shirt.
She put them on and slid under the sheets. Aaron pulled back the
blankets and turned on the lamp beside their bed. Fluffing the
pillow, he lay on his back and sighed.

“What's the matter?”

“I need to get more work.”

“We both will. It's just a dry spell,” she
said, rubbing his arm.

“I hope you’re right,” he said, kissing her
goodnight. He turned off the light. As the full moon lit up their
bedroom, he said “I love you. Goodnight.”

“Love you. Goodnight.”

***

The radio blared as Aaron reached to turn it
off. Scratching his head, he stumbled out of bed and grabbed his
work clothes. Exiting the shower, he toweled off, and then ran a
brush through his salt and pepper hair. Slowly, he made his way to
the kitchen to start coffee.

“Gene, wake up. It’s time for school,” she
shouted down the hallway. “Honey, are you getting up?”

“Yes,” Gene said spinning in the sheets to
answer.

“Gene, come on, let’s go.”

Placing the cups on the counter, Aaron
poured his and Liz's coffee.

“Is this mine?”

“Yes.”

“Two sugars?”

“Yes.”

“Thanks.” She sipped her coffee.

“Did you get Gene out of bed?”

“I tried. It's your turn.” From the door,
she looked at the blankets pulled over his head. “You’re going to
be late. Are you sick?”

“A little,” Gene grunted from underneath the
blankets.

“This is starting to become a habit with
you. I don't like it.” Pulling the blankets off him, she asked, “Is
something going on that your father and I should know about?”

“No.”

“Don't snap at me. Now you can get up and
get ready. I'm driving you to school,” she said rushing from the
room. He leaped from his bed, rapidly throwing on jeans and a
t-shirt. Returning to check on him, she said, “That’s more like it.
I’ll wait for you in the kitchen.”

“Aaron rushed out the door saying, “Honey, I
have to go. See you later.”

“Okay, Aaron. Have a good day.” She gave him
a peck on the lips.

“What are you doing, Gene? C'mon.” Tying his
sneakers, he turned his head up at his mother’s disappointed face,
feeling the guilt over his actions. He couldn’t bear to be
tormented at school again. Forcing his body to move, he made his
way to the kitchen.

“You ready?”

“Yes, but you don't have to take me.”

“Then how will you make it to school?”

“A friend of mine is taking me.”

“Who is this friend? Why am I just hearing
about this?”

“He's a sophomore and has his license.”

“Does Melissa know him?”

“I don't know. You’ll have to ask her.”
Grabbing his books, he asked, “Can I go now?”

“Yes. Have a good day.” She hugged him and
gave him a kiss. He walked away, wiping his face. “I saw that.” He
pretended not to hear and kept walking. Liz watched him vanish then
finished her coffee, grabbed her purse, and left for her job.

Opening the trunk, she inventoried her
cleaning supplies to make
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