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The night that it started, Tim Jenkins walked into the screaming mouth of sin to save a tall, skinny fang of a boy from a nebulous but probable death.

The mouth belonged to a club called 138, a place that belched out a noxious breath of pot and cigarette smoke, spilled beers, and damp sweat. It growled old-school punk music from the back of its throat and vomited the occasional stumbling drunk. There was no bouncer at the front door. Those who entered knew what they were going into. Those who wandered in without a clue were on their own.

Club 138 was one of the only places like that in the area.

When the kids wanted booze, they went a couple of towns away to Wexton. When they wanted drugs, they went to the City (New York City, that was, but the kids in northern New Jersey just called it “the City”). When they wanted trouble, they went to Club 138.

Charlie Bentner’s friends were almost always looking for some kind of trouble. But it was late June and school was out (for the summer, forever, in Charlie’s case), and technically, Charlie and his friends weren’t Tim’s problem anymore. Tim had finished up the last of his paperwork and handled a few late grades to sway an Incomplete to a Pass or Fail. He’d attended the end-of-the-year meetings. He’d cleaned out his classroom of the remnants of old students. He was done with school, too, at least for a couple of months. He’d been looking forward to watching sitcoms over a beer while Sylvia curled up on the couch alongside him, and maybe later, some goodnight sex with the windows open and mild night breezes blowing across his back and cooling their sweat.

The headache came halfway through Everybody Loves Raymond, a dull thudding that blurred his vision so that the flashing pictures behind his eyes could take precedence. A low rushing like ocean breakers filled his ears, blocking out all sound. He’d seen Charlie Bentner folded in half against some kind of brick wall. A sticky wooden bar whose gouged surface was littered with empty bottles. A tattoo of a Betty Page-ish demoness. Blood dripping onto pale pavement. Tattoo of a dragon skeleton about to devour something from the palm of a skeletal claw. Pale-faced children-things drenched crimson, peeling patches of inked skin off a raw-meat form curled in on itself on the ground and shaking as if seized by intense cold. More blood, splattered black against a green dumpster. A door cracked open enough to see a universe behind it. More blood.

The flashes happened very infrequently, but when they did, they came as a rapid firing of images that made little sense on their own. Usually, they told him of a sick family member’s impending death or an upcoming traffic disaster that would result in multiple accidents. They were always vivid enough to justify the headache. They had never been as gruesome—or as strange—as the one about Charlie Bentner.

Then the flashes stopped and the canned laughter of the sitcom seeped into his ears again, and he mashed a fist into his tearing eyes. To his right, Syl hovered, worried, one hand on his shoulder and the other rubbing his back. She knew about the snapshots—that’s what she called his mental snippets of vision, and he was inclined to agree that “snapshots” were exactly what they were. Blurred faces, disturbing close-ups, random objects, all out of focus, they were snapshots taken by some really bad photographer, and he often wondered whether or not they’d be any clearer if he had a better handle on the mental camera equipment.

He didn’t—they simply came and went as they had since he was twelve. He couldn’t control them or start or stop them from happening, and Sylvia knew that, too. She didn’t have to ask what was wrong. He told her anyway.

“It’s one of my kids. Charlie Bentner. I don’t know—”

“Then go find out,” she replied softly. “Wake me when you get back.”

So he’d taken a stab at which place might boast a sticky, scored bar and also the kind of crowd that Charlie might hang with. He’d driven to Club 138 and sure enough, there was the twins’ truck, and behind it, Jeremy’s car. Charlie’s friends were there, and so Charlie probably was, too.

It had been Tim’s experience teaching high school for the last eight years that there were different types of fringe teens. “Fringe” sounded better, he supposed, than “troubled” or “bad.” They weren’t all bad, really. Some of them had just been dealt a bitch of a hand in life, not unlike Tim himself growing up, and he tried to remember that when one of them mouthed off to him in class or cut school or smoked in the hallway.

For some, behavior like that was more about posturing than actually causing any real trouble. These were the kids who found the idea of being bad boys and girls exciting and attractive. It gave them an identity, a sense of belonging. Tim got that. They were the most reasonable and most likely to grow out of the phase. Others were the perpetual bad-choice-makers, the ones, a colleague of his had put it rather brusquely, that were always stepping in shit because they refused to look where they were going. Cases in point were Charlie’s friends, twin brothers John and Joseph McGovern, and a boy named Pete Degrassi. The twins were burnouts good for little more than ogling tits and laughing in that goofy Beavis-and-Butthead way they had, but they were harmless. Pete Degrassi, a kid in threadbare concert T-shirts and ripped jeans and the kind of long rock-star hair that was popular when Tim himself was a teen, wasn’t much different. Those three boys were too stoned most of the time to be any real problem and were amiable enough to be herded through a five-year program of high school vocational-technical classes without too much incident.

The third type were the kids with home lives that made teachers like Tim cringe in sympathy and frustration and made other kinds of teachers give up on them as lost causes early on. These kids had low self-esteem and often, issues with making or keeping friends. They were often loners, often too smart or not smart enough to fit in. Some were content to fade into backgrounds until the grind of adult mediocrity eventually wore them down. Tim thought Charlie Bentner fit neatly into that category.

It was the fourth type which concerned Tim most of all, partly because the other types kept company with them and couldn’t quite see them for what they were. Volatile anger and sometimes mental illness swallowed these kids whole. Sometimes they robbed liquor stores and shot clerks. Sometimes they shot up a school.

In Tim’s profession, it had become important to know the difference between these types. It was sad, really—the kind of thing that made him want to retire more and more every year. It used to be that schools were a safe place to be, even when a kid’s home life wasn’t. A lot had changed in twenty-five years.

Afterimages of the snapshots accompanied him all the way to the club. He had considered calling the police all the way there, but what could he say? That he was having psychic visions that some children were going to hurt one of his students somehow, somewhere, for some nebulous reason? That had never worked too well for him before. In an area like Awayack, New Jersey, psychics were considered crackpots, and no one wanted crackpots teaching their precious children. No one gave crackpots tenure. So he’d learned to keep his mouth shut about the things he saw until he had something even remotely substantial to prove it.

As he pulled into the parking lot, Tim saw the McGovern brothers and Pete DeGrassi hanging by the front of the club beneath the ultraviolet Club 138 lights. They passed either a joint or a cigarette they’d rolled themselves between them; Tim wasn’t sure which it was until he’d crossed the lot and gotten close enough to catch a whiff of the sweet and cloying smoke.

When they saw him, they dropped the joint and kicked it toward the wall behind their shoes. Coughing, John took a step forward while behind him, his brother swatted at the last wisps of smoke in the air before his face.

“Mr. Jenkins? Whatchoo doin’ out here, man?” John’s eyes, veined in red, blinked as if to bring him into focus.

“I’m looking for Charlie, guys. Is he here?”

Joe nodded, and nudged John, who nodded, too. “Inside.”

The club was packed. He made his way through the wraith crowd of pale faces (pale child-things) and black clothes and glinting silver pins and chains. One tall, heavyset boy bowed his head and glowered up at Tim from heavily lined eyes, the phalanx of his black and green spired hair positioned in case the boy decided to charge him like a rhino. His arms were crossed over his chest, and Tim noticed he had a tattoo of a dragon skeleton about to devour something from the palm of a skeletal claw.

Tim edged past him along a gouged wooden bar and headed toward the back of the club, away from the bar, and the crowd gathered in the center around a stage. There was no live band tonight, but the crowd slam-danced to the music that hailed down on them from the speakers overhead.

He found Charlie and his crew at one of the booths in the very back of the club and hesitated. He had absolutely no idea what to say. Charlie, I saw you die tonight. How about we blow this joint and I’ll walk you home to make sure the dead children don’t fold you in half?

Dead children…why had he guessed that they were dead?

Simple, his mind told him. You didn’t guess. You know they’re dead. Or something like dead.

Tim shook his head, took a deep breath, and headed back toward Charlie and his friends.

Sitting on a chair just outside the booth, another of that stoned-but-harmless breed, Mike Schuyler, sat with his head tilted back and his eyes closed. Charlie said something to him and he frowned, sitting up and throwing his friend a look of sheer disbelief. He’d seen their banter before, in the hallways at school. In fact, Tim kind of liked their sarcastic wit and identified with them during the awkward moments of jostling with each other and impressing the skinny goth-waif girls in their social circle.

But Jeremy Clinton, to Charlie’s right, was a different story. He wore a sense of cool calculation almost like a filmy second skin. Tim got the sense that Jeremy’s eyes, a frosty blue, took in and processed everything through a grossly skewed perception, but they betrayed no excitement, no love or anger in any way. That was neither due to a lack of intelligence nor understanding but rather, a lack of remorse or empathy. Everything about him—his punk-spiked blond hair, the plumage of the alpha male in their crew, the carefully chosen symbols of his tattoos (one of which, Tim saw, was a demonic version of Betty Page), his jewelry, the cryptic messages of his T-shirts, even the deep pockets of his baggy pants—all suggested something hidden beneath the surface just waiting for the chance to flare out in a blinding burst of violence. Tim had seen others like him before and was sure he’d see others like him again. And he knew enough to be cautious of every one of them.

Mike spotted him first, and nudged Charlie.

“Hey, guys!” Tim shouted to be heard over the music and nodded at each in turn as he approached. Mike offered “Wassup” before turning away from him. Jeremy watched him carefully, a small smile on his face that was difficult to interpret in the smoky haze hanging over the table. But his eyes were clearly angry. He resented the intrusion.

Charlie offered a good-natured grin at Tim and flicked the ashes of his cigarette into a nearby ashtray. “Jenks. I didn’t know you hung out here.” Charlie’s dark-brown hair hung to his shoulders and often dipped into his face, shielding his bright, intelligent green eyes when he was on the defensive. Tonight it was tucked beneath a black baseball cap pulled backward. His black T-shirt—one of many—glittered under the UV lights, the red writing (Can’t Sleep or the Clowns Will Eat Me) repeated in shrinking letters down the length of the front. But his rumpled appearance aside, he exuded a kind of warmth that generally made girls trust him and teachers wonder how he’d fallen in with “that crowd.” His attitude was balanced by his wit—a quality that Tim found fewer and fewer students possessed, sadly, with each new class.

“Charlie, I need to talk to you. In private, if possible.”

Charlie rolled his eyes. “Jenks, come on, cut me a break. School’s out. It’s summer. We ain’t on your watch anymore.” Charlie raised his mug of beer, glanced at Tim and then at Jeremy, seemed to think better of drinking in front of an old teacher, and put the mug down.

“It’s important, Charlie.”

“What’s it about?” Jeremy’s eyes challenged him.

Tim glanced at him uncomfortably and shifted his weight to his other foot. “Charlie, please.”

“We’re busy, Jenks. Waiting for one of Charlie’s angels,” Jeremy said.

“Yeah, she’s supposedly here with some mother—” Mike caught himself and finished, “some dude.”

“She’s not mine,” Charlie said, looking away.

Tim could feel the impending defeat, and his voice dropped. “Look, I know you’re busy and I’m probably the last person you want to see right now, but this is really serious. Do you think I would have come out here, to this…place…if it wasn’t?”

How important was it? Had his snapshots ever been wrong? He didn’t think so…but Charlie had a point. These kids weren’t his problem anymore…not really.

He was trying to talk himself into bailing on Charlie, bailing on the whole thing, but he wouldn’t. He knew that. He couldn’t. Charlie may have had a tendency to be in the wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong people, but he was basically a good kid.

Tim had once seen Charlie defend a special-ed student from a basketball player (Go, Tigers!) named Dave. The larger boy was knocking books out of the smaller boy’s hands and slinging names like “retard” and “idiot” into the after-bell echo of the empty hallway. Charlie (who’d been cutting class, Tim discovered) had strode right up to Dave, a good head taller, and had gotten up in his face. Tim anticipated having to break up a fight, but the jock had backed off. When Dave was gone, Charlie had picked up the books and handed them to the boy, who took them gratefully. And although he didn’t understand why Dave had been picking on him, he recognized that Charlie had done a Good Thing for him, and he hugged Charlie, who blushed and playfully shooed him onto class.

Charlie had turned then and stopped short when he saw Tim, a guilty look on his face like he’d been caught setting fire to something. “Brother at home like that,” he’d muttered as he shouldered past and down the hall. Tim hadn’t replied then, but it had carved a groove in his mind. Despite the company he kept, Charlie was the redeemable kind of fringe teen, the kind on the cusp of success or failure. Kids like him had hope and smarts and talent and genuine kindness, a conscience, and that slim chance to overcome whatever situations at home or otherwise put them in their current frame of mind. All too often, though, Tim watched those kids bend under the crushing weight of criticisms, of snap judgments, of assumptions and of self-fulfilling prophecy. That was
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