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    For my parents
Michael and Eloise Semegran
Who gave me just enough freedom
As a kid in the 1970s and 80s
To have my own adventures 

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Men do not know how much they are capable of doing till they try, and that we should never give way to despair in any undertaking, however difficult it may seem."
— R. M. Ballantyne, The Coral Island
 
"The thing is—fear can't hold you any more than a dream."
— William Golding, Lord of the Flies
 
"I never had any friends later on like the ones I had when I was twelve. Jesus, did you?"
— Stephen King, The Body

      

    

“This well-crafted story will appeal to anyone who grew up in the '80s. Fans of Stand by Me will also enjoy this trip back in time. Although at times wistful, it’s not a purely nostalgic ode to growing up, but a genuine, moving and irresistible meditation on the value of friendship.”

— BlueInk Review (Starred Review)
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“A fantastic coming-of-age thriller that puts a positive spin on troubled adolescence.” — IndieReader (IR Approved)
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“Scott Semegran stretches his literary muscles in this highly accomplished and well-crafted read... a modern classic.”

— Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews. 5 stars.
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“A page-turner. With his assured writing, tight plotting, and talent to fill a story with realistic details, Semegran has created another winner... a must read!”

— The Prairies Book Review. 5 stars.
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“Evocative and compelling... a highly recommended, superb example of psychological twists and interpersonal encounters gone awry.”

— Midwest Book Review, D. Donovan, Senior Reviewer
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“Sharply drawn characters in an engaging, suspenseful coming-of-age tale.”

— Lone Star Literary Life
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“[Semegran] puts the dynamics of adolescent friendships at the heart of his story... an absorbing, nostalgic, and polished story.”

— Kirkus Reviews
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​​PART I. 
Tyranny of the Thousand Oaks Gang
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The first time I experienced real, life-threatening danger was in the seventh grade. I may have been in real danger before the seventh grade, but if I was, then I don’t remember it. That’s the funny thing about memories. Some memories are these delicate, wispy things like dandelion seeds caught in a breeze—maybe sprouting someday, maybe they simply vanish. Other memories are these technicolor, vibrant things filled with music and smells and emotions—powerful and evocative mental cinema. Looking back, a lot of my memories of my friends in the seventh grade are living, vibrant things. I didn’t need danger to make these memories of my friends stick in my brain. But there was once this remarkable time with them that you won’t believe. When I finally tell you the whole story, you’ll most likely say, Nah! That didn’t happen. But it did. It really did.

Before I tell you about the time me and my friends got ourselves into some real danger when we were in middle school, first let me explain about myself and where I grew up. My name is William Flynn. I’m from a little suburban town outside of San Antonio, Texas called Converse. This town’s sensibility was more strip mall than metropolis, but it did have the basic necessities for middle school kids: a dollar cinema (cheap flicks and all-you-can-eat popcorn), an arcade (with our faves Donkey Kong and Joust), a comic book store (Marvel titles more than DC), a skating rink, plenty of convenience stores, and the like. What more could a kid want? Back then, my parents called me Billy—a nickname that referred to my uncle who died during the Vietnam War—but I preferred my real name, William (even more so since Bloody Billy came into my life, but more on that later). My birth parents divorced when I was a baby, so I grew up mostly with my mom, Pam, and her new husband, Steve. He was a nice enough guy, although mostly quiet when it came to me. He loved my mom very much. That was obvious by the way he kissed and hugged her. I don’t think he cared for me too much since he rarely acknowledged my presence back then, not even with a pat on the shoulder. 

Anyway, the middle school in Converse, Texas that I attended was called Franklin D. Roosevelt Middle School—a better president I couldn’t think of for a school moniker. Funny thing was, it was rare to have a school in the South named after a Northerner like Roosevelt, especially a liberal do-gooder like F. D. R. Most of the schools in and around San Antonio were named after Confederate war heroes like Robert E. Lee or Jefferson Davis. Don’t ask me why. It’s just an observation. But fortunately for me and my friends, we went to Franklin D. Roosevelt Middle School (Now, don’t get me wrong, the name was great, but the outside looked more like a state penitentiary than an institution of learning). Most of the kids had a parent who worked at the nearby Air Force Base: Randolph. And because F. D. R. had students whose families were from all over the United States, the kids were all the possible shades of human beings, from pale white to middling brown to dark black. In the mid-1980s, it must’ve been a rare thing having a school population like that in Texas. Looking back, I can’t imagine my childhood any other way. It’s where I made my best friends, my posse, mis compadres. Their names were Randy Moss, Brian Johnson, and Miguel Gonzalez.

We were thick as thieves, as they say, or four peas in a pod, or whatever you want to call a tight crew of close friends. We did everything together, and when we weren’t together, we made plans to meet up. We usually met after school in the wooded area behind F. D. R., a path cutting through the oak, pecan, and cedar trees that led the students home to the surrounding neighborhoods like Thousand Oaks or Hidden Oaks. As you rode your bike down the path, a small clearing appeared deep in the wooded area, and there was always some extra sporting equipment and metal bleachers lying around, left there by school district workers after football or baseball games. And on this day—the day that would be remembered as the day the real danger seeped into our lives—it was hot as blazes as Randy and I rode our BMX bicycles to the clearing to meet Brian and Miguel. It was the second to last week of school and even though it was technically still spring, it felt like summer had already arrived. The end of school always exuded the promise of fun. Summer couldn’t come fast enough.

When Randy and I reached the clearing, we jumped from our bikes (BMX style with handlebar pads) and watched the riderless metal steeds careen into the surrounding brush. It was our unique way of dismounting our trusty rides. The sight of our bikes stabbing the bushes, then falling over, always made us laugh.

“Bullseye!” Randy cheered.

“Two points!” I belted out.

Randy hopped on the bottom bench of some metal bleachers. He was the tallest and burliest of the four of us—almost to the point of looking more like a grown man than a middle school-aged boy, his t-shirt and shorts fitting more snugly than they did when his mother bought them last fall—and standing on the metal bench made him appear gigantic, his hulking frame jutting up toward the sky, his red hair closely cropped on his square, freckled head. No one messed with Randy, not even high schoolers, and I enjoyed the security that came from standing next to such a massive friend. But little did they know that good ol’ Randy was really a softy under that burly exterior. He rarely started trouble anymore like he did in elementary school. He mostly just wanted to make his friends laugh.

“I got some new jokes,” he said, his hands on his hips, one foot tapping the metal bench. “Want to hear ‘em?”

“Yeah, I want to hear ‘em.” I sat in the grass, his attentive audience of one. “We got time before Brian and Miguel show up.”

“All right, let’s see,” he said, his eyes rolling up to scan the mental list of fresh jokes he’d been compiling throughout the day, instead of listening to his teachers. He carried a copy of Truly Tasteless Jokes by Blanche Knott in his back pocket and studied it like the Bible as well as copies of Mad Magazine and Cracked that he kept in his backpack. He couldn’t get enough of these sources of juvenile jokes, puns, and riddles. “Did you hear about the monster with five legs?”

“No,” I replied. “What about him?”

“They say his trousers fit him like a glove!” he said, punctuating his joke by extending his arms toward me, as if to say Ta-da! 

I always burst into laughter when listening to Randy and his joke routines. He was just so enthusiastic about it, even if the jokes weren’t all that funny. I loved that about him: his enthusiasm. Sometimes, a little enthusiasm will go a long way.

“I got a million of ‘em,” he quipped, a smirk on his face, confident in his new juvenile material. “Want to hear more?”

A rustling in the bushes behind us caught our attention and we both looked with curiosity, searching for what may be creeping around us. Not seeing anything, Randy said, “Must be a stupid squirrel.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“Now, where were we?”

But before he could continue, Brian and Miguel’s bikes appeared riderless and crashed into the brush behind the metal bleachers. Randy’s audience of one turned instantly to three.

“Got some new jokes?” Brian said, dropping next to me.

“I could use a laugh,” Miguel chimed in.

“I’m here all night,” Randy said, smirking. “I’m just getting warmed up. What took you guys so long?”

Brian sighed, then thumbed in Miguel’s direction. “He had to whiz. Took forever!”

“I drank two cans of Big Red in seventh period. I had to go bad!” Miguel lamented. “I almost peed my pants.”

“That would’ve been unfortunate,” Brian said, patting his shiny, auburn Afro back into its original shape, then dusting shards of grass from his jeans. He was lanky like Miguel and me, but with longer, sinewy arms that reminded me of a praying mantis, and possessed a bright, toothy smile that was impenetrable to the sugary snacks we constantly ate. I don’t know how we were so thin because we ate everything in sight like four trash compactors. I’m not joking. It seemed only Randy’s mass consumption of junk food metabolized into muscle. The rest of us had black holes for stomachs where Twinkies, soda, and potato chips disappeared into another dimension.

“It would’ve been embarrassing!” Miguel was serious. The potential for embarrassment was to be avoided at almost all costs, especially in middle school. Miguel’s earnest disposition was matched only by his studious fashion sense, which that day was Izod shirt and khaki shorts, an outfit closer to a uniform than what the rest of us wore. His curly mane always neatly cut and styled, the result of his father’s militaristic routine of visiting the Randolph Air Force Base barber shop every three weeks.

Randy watched the three of us from his metal perch, unamused by the interruption to his comedy routine. His spotlight was dimming with every passing minute that Brian and Miguel bickered.

“Guys,” he said. “You’re holding up my show. I worked all afternoon on this routine.”

“Go on!” I said. 

But before he could continue, we were joined by a solemn crew emerging from the brush, tall high-schoolers who we knew all too well: The Thousand Oaks Gang. Led by “Bloody” Billy Callahan, the high school bruisers surrounded the metal bleachers while Randy hopped down to stand in-between us and the thugs. Bloody Billy was one of the few people not intimidated by Randy’s over-sized stature.

“We want to hear more,” Bloody Billy hissed, setting his backpack on the ground, then cracking his knuckles as he slowly approached our group. “I love jokes.”

“Fuck you!” Randy barked. The Thousand Oaks Gang all chuckled. “We didn’t ask you to join us.”

“Really?” Bloody Billy stopped in place and looked around. “I wasn’t aware that this was private property.” 

Billy Callahan—known as Bloody Billy for his propensity for profuse nose bleeds while fist fighting—was a lurking presence to the fearful middle-schoolers of F. D. R. Like the Boogie Man, his notoriety had only grown exponentially with time, and some middle-schoolers even whispered that he had failed several times and was quickly approaching 21-years of age, a perpetual senior at the neighboring Robert E. Lee High School. And although Randy certainly wasn’t scared of Bloody Billy, we didn’t want him brawling with the mean leader and his ruthless cronies. Bloody Billy was a reedy giant with fists like boulders and veins in his neck the size of water hoses, wearing a fascist uniform of tight-fitting jeans and a black Iron Maiden t-shirt. He even fit the part of lead singer for a heavy metal band—his shaggy, shoulder-length brown hair and square, stubbly jawline were perfect for a front man—albeit a lousy cover band at best. To make matters worse, Miguel’s older brother, Rogelio, was a member of the Thousand Oaks Gang and Bloody Billy’s main crony. Don’t ask me why. His unerring allegiance to Bloody Billy was a constant thorn in our sides. He was the spitting image of Miguel except taller and his face gaunt with an insidious quality that I can only liken to an angry possum. But whenever Rogelio saw his little brother, he seemed to float to the back of the angry rabble like a ghost. Maybe he felt guilty for being a part of the gang that liked to rough us up. Maybe, but I doubted it. Randy stood his ground.

“Leave us alone,” he said.

“But I want to hear your jokes, fuck stick—”

“Hey!” a husky voice called out behind us. 

A security guard fast approached on a teetering golf cart, waving a flashlight in one hand while driving the cart with the other. When I turned around to see what Bloody Billy and his gang were going to do, they were already running down the path at full speed.

“Come on!” Randy commanded, and he darted for the surrounding brush. Brian and Miguel followed him in, and so did I as best I could with my gimp leg, after scooping up the backpack that Bloody Billy abandoned. I mean, there it was literally right before me—bright maroon with black shoulder straps and heavy metal band patches glued on—begging to be picked up. I didn’t even think about it; I just grabbed it.

The security guard followed the gang of high-schoolers down the path, being that the gravel and dirt trail was an easier route for the golf cart to negotiate than off-roading in the woods, skidding in the leaves and mud after us middle-schoolers. We dove into a dank culvert and waited for the commotion to pass. 

As we sat inside the culvert, panting and wheezing, we snickered at our predicament. It wasn’t unusual for us to be chased by a security guard or a gang of high-schoolers, but every time it happened, it was still a big surprise. The inside of the culvert smelled like mildew, wet dog, and turds, but it was better than being beaten to a pulp by the Thousand Oaks Gang. A persistent dripping of water echoed from the other end of our hideout.

“That was close,” I said, panting.

“Yep,” Randy agreed, breathing heavily. “Say, did you hear the one about the dyslexic Satanist?” Nobody even tried to answer. Just panting all around. “He sold his soul to Santa.”

“Very funny,” Brian said, trying hard to catch his breath. “William, whose backpack you got?”

I shrugged, then sat the backpack in my lap.

“I think it’s Billy’s. It sure is heavy,” I said.

“Open it,” Miguel said. “Let’s see what’s inside.”

I unceremoniously unzipped the backpack and pulled out its contents. In my hand was a large, clear bag of skunky vegetation that was most likely marijuana, although we didn’t know for sure, having never been around marijuana, but certainly hearing about it. Underneath that in the backpack, thousands of dollars in various denominations of paper bills, some wadded, some rolled, and some just loose.

“Oh shit!” Randy said, his proclamation echoing.

Yep. What he said.
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What would you do if you found a bag filled with money? I imagine most people would fantasize about what they would do with all of it. Maybe they’d daydream about buying a fancy car (Italian sports car, fine leather seats). Maybe they’d imagine shopping for some fancy clothes (Nike tennis shoes, double-breasted suits). But the four of us—huddled and scared in that stinky culvert—we didn’t discuss any grand plans after I unzipped that backpack. All we could think about was how to escape. We knew, without a doubt, that if Bloody Billy found out we had his backpack, then he and his gang would pulverize us. And we didn’t want to get pulverized. So, when all the commotion above ground calmed down and all we could hear was the wind rustling the leaves across the dry grass and the exposed roots of the ever-watching trees, we quietly crawled out of the culvert to retrieve our fallen bikes. But rather than go the typical way home along that path, we cut through the wooded area to find a different street to ride home. We figured the Thousand Oaks Gang was leading the security guard on a wild goose chase through the neighborhood and would most likely come back as soon as Billy discovered he didn’t have his backpack. We wanted to be long gone by then.

Brian suggested we ride to his house being that his family lived in Hidden Oaks, instead of Thousand Oaks like the rest of us, as well as most of the Thousand Oaks Gang. That seemed like a pretty good idea.

“Besides,” he added, “It’s Taco Thursday at my house. You guys hungry?”

Even better.

The prospect of food was always convincing, and Brian was a persuasive host. He patted his auburn Afro some more, a habit that never ceased to boggle my mind since his hair never seemed to move or be out of the desired shape, no matter what he did. I always secretly admired his hair’s fortitude and resistance to change. It was his suave helmet, for sure.

We followed Brian to his house, a massive, brick two-story monstrosity of luxury we all dubbed The Mansion, being that it was larger than the rest of our families’ more modest homes over in Thousand Oaks, and whose manicured lawn deemed it country club worthy. Brian’s parents were like The Huxtables incarnate, the well to-do fictional family lead by actors Bill Cosby and Phylicia Rashad on the NBC sitcom, The Cosby Show. Brian’s dad was a doctor—an oncologist more specifically—and his mother was a lawyer (what her specialty was, I didn’t know). And, if you can imagine that powerful TV couple, then you know exactly what Brian’s parents looked like: successful, amiable, and authentically African-American. We rode our bikes up the long driveway that snaked around The Mansion where a detached, three-car garage sat, with a winding cobblestone walkway slithering through the pristine, Bermuda grass to the house. We tossed our bikes on the ground like we always did and followed Brian in the back door. Inside, the smell of delicious food greeted us and we took our dirty shoes off in the boot room (which was almost the size of my family’s living room, just saying) and lined them up against the wall, as Brian’s mother had instructed us many times. I peeled Bloody Billy’s backpack off my sweaty back and held it at arm’s length. A stench clung to it like an apparition, a stinky reminder of the illicit package inside, underneath the adhered patches with band names like Judas Priest and AC / DC. I remember thinking to myself, I don’t want this anymore. 

“What do I do with this?” I said to everyone, and to no one.

“Just hang it there,” Brian said nonchalantly, pointing to a brass coat rack attached to the wall.

“OK,” I said, glad to be free of the smelly backpack.

“Ugh, it stinks,” Miguel griped. He pinched his nose, then swatted at the air with his other hand, but the stench was cloying. The only thing to do was walk away.

We followed Brian to the kitchen where his parents were happily preparing dinner. At that moment, we caught them slow dancing to a song by the Commodores. Brian was not pleased with their show of affection for each other.

“Mom! Dad!” he said, turning his head with disgust.

“Sorry, son,” his dad lamented. “It’s our wedding song.”

His mother pulled away and dusted herself off, as if particles of her husband’s love and affection clung to her denim apron. She shook her head as she snickered at her son’s protestations. Whenever I was at Brian’s house, his parents were always clinging to each other, their love too strong to be contained by decorum. To be honest, I thought it was sweet. But I don’t blame Brian. What kid likes to see his or her parents necking, especially when their friends are around? Totally disgusting. 

“Do your friends want to stay for dinner?” his mother said, frying succulent ground beef in a gourmet pan on a fancy restaurant-style stove. “It’s Taco Thursday.”

“Yeah!” we collectively replied. Who would turn down free homemade tacos?

We grabbed some leather stools and sat around the massive island which took up valuable real estate in the middle of the kitchen—its shiny, glistening granite top cool under our sweaty forearms. The smell of dinner cooking was intoxicating: ground beef frying, beans stewing, and tortillas warming in a large skillet. Brian’s father, who preferred to be called Mr. Johnson, beamed as he stood next to the island, his fists pressing against his hips, his growling belly pressing against his cashmere cardigan. He still wore his pants from work and looked like a super hero in repose, a few droplets of red on the front of his pants, which could’ve either been blood or ketchup. It was hard to tell.

“I know Brian has been busy writing letters to congressmen for a recommendation for Eagle Scout. What have you boys been up to?” he said.

Brian feigned embarrassment.

“Dad!” he protested.

“What?! I’m proud of you, son,” he said, winking at his boy. “William, what keeps you busy?”

“Oh,” I started, a little embarrassed. I didn’t like to be the center of attention. “Just working on art. And writing.”

“That’s wonderful!” Mr. Johnson bellowed. “Art and writing are good for the soul.” He turned to Randy. “What about you?”

Randy’s face lit up. Unlike myself, Randy loved the attention, and took any and every opportunity to talk about himself.

“I’ve been working on my comedy act.”

“Comedy act? You mean jokes?”

“Yeah, jokes.”

“Like Richard Pryor? You hear that, honey?!” he called out while thumbing at Randy. She continued without looking at us, pushing the ground beef around in the pan with a spatula. “Randy wants to be like Richard Pryor!”

“Well,” Randy said, sheepishly rubbing the back of his neck. “No one’s like Richard Pryor.”

“That’s true,” Brian’s dad agreed. “He’s an original. Tell me a joke then. Wha’ cha got?”

Randy looked at the three of us, sort of perplexed, as if his brain was riffling through all the jokes he’d been consuming, and all the other functions his brain controlled seized up like an automobile engine after burning off all its lubricating oil. Then his face lit up.

“What did Helen Keller’s parents do to punish her for swearing?”

“I don’t know,” Brian’s dad said. “This better be good!”

“Washed her hands with soap,” he said, then extended his own hands as if to say Ta-da!

Brian’s dad burst out laughing, a loud, booming laugh that shook the kitchen like thunder.

“That’s good. I like your enthusiasm, too.” Then he turned to Miguel. “What about you?”

“Me?” Miguel said, pointing at his chest, the upturned collar of his shirt an added bit of emphasis to his surprise.

“Yeah, you. I’m not talking to anyone else,” he said, chuckling.

“I’ve been studying ancient rulers.”

“Ancient rulers? Ya mean, like Napoleon?” 

And with this question, Miguel’s face lit up. “Yes, but more like the difference between benevolent and malevolent rulers in history. I’m curious as to why the rulers of history chose to go down one path or the other. Very fascinating.”

“Really?” Brian’s dad replied. He was caught off guard a bit. “Seems a little heady.”

“Yeah,” Miguel quipped, smirking. “Heady.”

“Well, I’d offer you boys some brewskies, but I wouldn’t want to offend your parents. So, how about some root beers?”

“Yeah!” we answered. 

He pulled four cans of Barq’s Root Beer from the giant Amana refrigerator. 

“Now, you boys keep up these fine hobbies and don’t get yourselves into any trouble messing around with drugs or anything like that.”

When he said the word drugs—drawing out the ‘u’ in a throaty uh sound—we cocked our heads back and looked at each other, a little surprised at even the mention of the word, as if he knew what we discovered earlier in the backpack of Bloody Billy while huddled in the culvert, the same stinky backpack hanging on the wall in the boot room. 

“Dad?!” Brian said. “You can’t be serious right now?”

Mrs. Johnson agreed with her son’s lament. “Leave them alone, dear.” At which time, she turned the stove off, poured the ground beef into a serving bowl, then placed it on the island with the rest of the taco fixings. “You boys eat up now.”

The four of us and Mr. Johnson made ourselves decadent tacos, piling beef, shredded lettuce, and mounds of cheese on top. It seemed to please Mrs. Johnson that we all were enjoying a meal together. She lovingly watched us without fixing herself a plate, probably still on the Elizabeth Taylor Diet or something (she was always boasting about starving herself with one strange diet or another in 1986).

“Dear?” she said to her husband. “You should invite Brian’s friends to join us this weekend.”

“This weekend?” he said, his mouth already filled with food and bits of beef showering the island.

“Ya know? Camping?”

“Yes! Camping,” he stammered, deliberately chewing the rest of the food before continuing. “Good idea. Would you boys like to join us camping? We’re driving the camper up to Canyon Lake for the weekend. It’s nice to get away from civilization for a few days. You boys don’t need to bring a thing ‘cept yourselves. What do you say?”

“Yeah, guys,” Brian continued, finally pleased with something his parents said. “It’ll be fun! Plus, I can show you all the stuff I’ve been learning for my Eagle Scout.”

The three of us were generally agreeable, except I was worried about asking my parents. Sometimes, they could put a damper on things, especially if it was anything I considered to be fun. They could be real sourpusses. Randy could sense my reluctance and he already knew what I was reluctant about.

“It’ll be fine,” he said, putting his hand on my back. “Tell them we’re all going.”

“All right.”

“Yeah,” Miguel chimed in.

“All right, all right,” I said. “I’ll ask them as soon as I get home.”

When we finished eating, it was getting late. I thanked Brian’s parents for feeding us, which they agreed was simply the right thing to do, and said goodbye to my friends. I went into the boot room to retrieve my shoes and was reminded about the backpack from its lingering stench. As I slipped on my shoes, Randy appeared next to me. It seemed he also remembered the backpack—including the illicit items it contained inside—and was curious what I was going to do with it.

“I don’t know. Put it in my room somewhere,” I answered.

Randy nodded. Most people would’ve been suspicious with a friend running off with a backpack full of money, but not Randy. We trusted each other. We had an unspoken bond. And stashing the backpack in my room seemed to be just as plausible an idea as any other. 

“Cool. See ya tomorrow!” he said, then bolted back to the kitchen, probably for some dessert.

I took the back-way home, just in case any of the Thousand Oaks Gang was out and about. The back way consisted of a short ride to the end of Brian’s street which turned into a cul-de-sac. A handy cutout for a yet-to-be-laid cement driveway for a future custom home was the portal to a wooded area that separated Hidden Oaks from Thousand Oaks, and I rode my bike through it as fast as I could. I didn’t see anyone from the Thousand Oaks Gang on the way, which was quite a relief, although I could hear the bellowing exhaust of their sports cars somewhere in the distance. That sound was a frightening reminder that they could appear at any second to terrorize us.

When I got to my house (tinier and simpler compared to The Mansion that Brian’s family owned), I tossed my bike into the unkempt grass next to the broken lawn mower by the back door, and ran inside. But instead of greeting my parents in the kitchen—where they were finishing their own dinner of Hamburger Helper accompanied with iceberg lettuce salad and cherry Kool-Aid—I went straight to my room and closed the door. It was my sanctuary and I knew my mother wouldn’t come in. The décor was pretty much unchanged from my early elementary school years and I liked it that way. On the floor were my precious possessions: Micronauts action figures, Hot Wheels race cars, Star Wars action figures and vehicles, Evel Knievel doll and motorcycle, Shogun Warriors in various sizes, and a pile of Legos intermixed from various sets. My art supplies were spread across the floor as well and, as I scurried to my desk to find a screwdriver, I stepped over the various markers and coloring pencils strewn on the dingy shag carpet as well as my latest obsession: coloring the black and white pages of a pocket book copy of The Amazing Spider-Man.

“Billy!” my mother called from the kitchen. Remember, she liked to call me Billy even though I preferred being called by my real name: William.

“Yeah, mom?” I replied. “What is it?” 

I opened the top desk drawer and found a flathead screwdriver. “Yes!” I enthusiastically whispered to myself.

“Are you going to eat with us?” my mom called out.

“Be right there!”

With the screwdriver in hand, I opened my closet, shoved the hanging clothes to one side, which revealed what I was looking for: a metal plumbing vent. I unscrewed the vent cover from the dry wall and set it on the carpeted floor. Inside the gaping, rectangular hole in the wall, I could see plumbing pipes and pine wood studs connected with cob webs, dead bugs clinging to the white strands like Christmas ornaments. I quickly shoved the stinky backpack into the gaping hole, propped the vent cover back over it, and screwed it back to the wall. Satisfied with the hiding place, I slid the hanging clothes back and closed my closet doors.

My mother continued to call from the kitchen. “We made cheesy Hamburger Helper. Your favorite!”

“I said I’ll be right there!”

I put the screwdriver back in the desk drawer, then joined my parents at the dinner table in the kitchen. At their insistence, I ate a huge helping of Hamburger Helper, then had mint chocolate chip ice cream for dessert. I didn’t mention a word about the Thousand Oaks Gang but the knowledge of what I was hiding in my room gnawed at my insides. I hated the idea that my mother might snoop around in my room the next day while I was at school, so I thought of better ways of concealing what was hidden in the wall of my closet—maybe stacking some dirty clothes in front of the plumbing vent or piling up sets of toys and boardgames—while finishing the last of my dessert.
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The next day during lunch, the F. D. R. cafeteria was abuzz. Summer was around the corner and all the kids were chattering about their vacation plans with their families over lukewarm tray lunches (Salisbury steak with mashed potatoes or pepperoni pizza with corn) and brown sack lunches. The smell of bleach and reheated meat products always mixed into a noxious aroma that permeated the walls of the loud and raucous cafeteria, along with the stench of teenage hormones and body odor. My three best friends and I chattered, too, about our camping trip that night with Brian’s parents. Brian wanted to make some things clear about his parents and their unique set of rules for camping, mostly that there really weren’t any rules except to respect their “alone time.” It seemed his mom and dad were looking forward to this trip just as much as we were.

“They like to reconnect on these camping trips,” Brian said. “And when I say reconnect, I really mean hump.”

“Ewww!” we all agreed. The idea of discovering Brian’s parents in the throes of passion was terrifying to our young minds. I think we would’ve preferred traipsing across fresh roadkill to viewing any of our parents doing it.

“But on the other hand,” Brian continued. “That also means we can do whatever we want! Just remember, when my dad says, if the camper is a rockin’..., then you know what he’s talking about. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“That’s disgusting but 10-4!” I said, then pointed at a desirable lunch item in front of Brian. “I’ll trade you my Capri Sun for your Little Debbie cake.”

“Duh!” Brian agreed. That was a good trade between us.

“I don’t think I can go,” Miguel said. “My mom said she doesn’t want me to miss church.”

“What’s missing one Sunday at church gonna do?” I said, unwrapping the Little Debbie cake, then shoving it whole into my mouth, which didn’t impede my ability to communicate. “How many-thh have yoouu missed-thh? None-thh?!” Spittle and Little Debbie bits rained on my friends as they attempted to swat them away.

“She just hates us cause we’re not Catholic,” Randy said. “She’s a Protestant-hater.”

“Yeah,” Miguel agreed. “That, too.”

“Don’t worry, Miguel,” I said, swallowing the last of the cake, remnants of icing coating my lips. “I’ll call her and convince her. Or Randy will. Your parents always listen to him.”

Randy nodded. “No problemo, dude.”

“I don’t know,” Miguel said. He slowly bit into his peanut butter and jelly sandwich. “She’s wicked serious about church.”

“I’m serious, too,” I said, patting him on the back. After Miguel meekly smiled, I turned to Randy. “Your mom is cool with it, right?”

“Yeah, she’s cool with it. Anything to give her some alone time. She’s still pretty sore at my dad.”

Randy’s mom finally kicked Randy’s dad out, his abusive ways cracking fissures through their marriage that made their rocky relationship untenable. He moved into a tiny, studio apartment in Universal City (the next tiny town just west of Converse) and she changed the locks to the house as soon as she could, filing a restraining order with the Bexar County family court soon after. Although Randy didn’t see his dad much, his lurking presence hung over the house like a dark thundering cloud. Any chance for a respite from parenting was good news for Randy’s mother.

“Great! My folks are cool with it, so it looks like we’re all in.”

“B-I-N-G-O and camping was our game-O!” Randy belted out in his best high-pitched Michael Jackson imitation, which of course made us all laugh, prompting him to jump up and rhythmically thrust his hips back and forth like the King of Pop would have if he was dancing in a dark alley somewhere on a Hollywood set. Randy loved the attention from us so much, it was ridiculous. And when we were done laughing, Randy leaned over to me, cupping his hand to his mouth.

“Hey, what did you do with the backpack?”

Yes—the backpack. It was so easy to forget once it was out of sight and hidden in the wall in my bedroom closet, like a carefully buried treasure on a remote beach in the Caribbean. But before I could answer, Miguel started waving his hands all over the place and shushed us. The color drained from his face and it looked like he had seen a ghost, or even something worse.

“My brother is coming over,” he said, terrified.

“Damn!” I said, refusing to look, as if ignoring Miguel’s older brother Rogelio would simply make him disappear. 

The lunch table shook when he plopped in the spot next to Miguel, putting his younger brother in a headlock so fast that Miguel couldn’t defend himself. He tried to wriggle from Rogelio’s firm arm clamp, but couldn’t. Miguel also tried to yell, but his voice was muffled and sounded like his protestations were coming from under smothering pillows. Rogelio dug into his little brother’s scalp with the knuckles of his right hand, dispensing a vicious noogie.

“Leave him alone!” Randy demanded, almost standing, which made Rogelio dig deeper into Miguel’s skull. The pain poor Miguel felt was audible through squeaks and pants.

“You can’t tell me what to do with my own little brother,” Rogelio said, squeezing Miguel’s head tighter, then releasing him. Miguel’s hair stood on end as if statically shocked and his face flared bright red. He was mortified.

“What was that for?!” Miguel said. His brother laughed.

“I know you have Billy’s backpack, turd breath,” Rogelio said. He shot a penetrating stare. Miguel looked away.

“I don’t have it,” Miguel said. “None of my friends do.”

“Mmm hmm,” Rogelio said. He slowly rose to his feet. “If you give it back to me by the end of the day, then nothing will happen to you or your so-called friends.”

He swatted his little brother’s sack lunch to the floor, the remainder of his lunch sliding across the tile. He stepped on a bag of Fritos when he walked away, leaving quickly before any of F. D. R.’s faculty or security staff noticed his presence, all of whom did their best to keep the Thousand Oaks Gang off campus, even if it was practically impossible. I felt bad for Miguel. I could never figure out how two completely different boys—opposite in every shape, way, and form—could come from the same womb. Miguel was the nicest guy and his brother was—to put it bluntly—a real dick. 

“I was finished with lunch anyway,” Miguel cracked, then smirked. We all snickered.

“Yeah!” we all chimed in, and as a sign of solidarity, the rest of us tossed our sack lunches on the floor, too.

“He’s gonna get his someday,” I told Miguel, but he returned a look like that premonition would never come to fruition.

“Doubt it,” he said. “As much as we go to church, you’d think God would’ve punished him by now.”

I couldn’t argue with that logic.

After school, we rode our bikes over to Brian’s house, a little worried that we might get accosted by Bloody Billy, Rogelio, and the rest of the Thousand Oaks Gang on the way, but we didn’t see them. But that didn’t make the bike ride any less tense. Once we got to The Mansion and went inside, I demanded that Miguel call his mother, so I could talk to her. 

“She’s just gonna say no,” he said, reluctantly dialing his home number into the phone mounted on the wall in the kitchen, then handing the phone receiver over. It had a ridiculously long phone cord that coiled to the floor, an added feature that Mrs. Johnson insisted her husband install. You’d think with all their money that she’d want a newfangled cordless phone, but she feared the wireless devices would give her family brain tumors, and opted for a ten-foot, old-fashioned cord instead. Even though her husband was an oncologist and insisted the cordless phones wouldn’t cause brain tumors, she still preferred a corded phone.

“She won’t say no to me,” I said slyly, a smirk sliding across my face. “I know how to talk to the ladies.”

Miguel cackled at the notion that his mother would fall for my supposed cool demeanor, but as soon as she answered the phone, I laid it on thick. She eventually said yes, to Miguel’s utter surprise. When I hung up the phone, Miguel’s jaw practically hit the floor.

“Told ya,” I said, wiping my hands together as if ridding them of the dust of his dubiousness.

“Amazing!”

As we milled about in the kitchen, raiding the refrigerator and pantries, Mr. Johnson shuffled in with a large Igloo cooler in hand, knocking kids out of the way as he approached the refrigerator.

“You boys take your backpacks outside to the camper while I fill this cooler with sodas and ice. Throw your stuff in the back. Go on! Get!” He set the cooler on the floor in front of the fridge, popped the top, and tossed soda cans inside from the refrigerator. He then pulled the ice bin from the freezer and dumped all the ice in there. “T-minus 20! I want to get to the campground before dark!”

We scurried outside.

All of us packed our backpacks the night before. (Although he claimed his mother would still say no, Miguel even had his backpack. Sometimes he spoke like a pessimist, but his actions usually screamed optimism.) We had the few necessities we’d need for the weekend: a pair of shorts (which we would practically spend the entire weekend wearing), a ball cap, a spare pair of underwear, a spare t-shirt, sandals, a tooth brush, and a towel that we could use as both a pillow and to dry ourselves. Brian’s parents were providing the rest.

Mr. Johnson soon came outside to find us all standing around the camper, but instead of throwing our backpacks in the back like he demanded, we stood in the driveway with our backpacks in our hands, facing the street, staring at something quite unexpected.

“What the heck are you boys doing?” he said, setting the cooler on the ground. When he stood back up, he discovered what we were all looking at, standing at the end of the driveway in the street: The Thousand Oaks Gang. Bloody Billy and a few of his stooges leaned against a white `82 Camaro parked at the curb closest to the driveway. Rogelio and a few others stood around a black `84 Mustang across the street. Both cars idled, their engines gurgling. Mr. Johnson pushed through our petrified group, then stood at front. He turned to examine our faces, then turned back to the gang in the street.

“What the heck?” he said, then called out. “What do you—”

Billy raised his arm in the air, lassoed a circle with his index finger, then hopped in his Camaro, the rest of his stooges following. The two muscle cars screeched across the asphalt street, then were out of sight. Mr. Johnson turned to us, a sour look on his face.

“Are you boys causing trouble?” he snapped.

“Us?!” Brian said. “Why do you think we’re the ones causing trouble?”

“‘Cause you look guilty, that’s why. Come on, now! Let’s get the camper loaded up. It’ll be dark soon.” Mr. Johnson squatted to lift the cooler, then struggled to pick it up. Randy and I helped him lift it while he bemoaned his back troubles. “Sucks getting old,” he said.

We put the cooler in the back of the camper
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