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  Every town has a history, and every closet has its skeleton. In the case of Lynnstown, its history was dark and its closet held a monster. This particular monster did not sleep in a coffin or howl beneath the full moon, it did not hide yellow-eyed and leering in closets or wait fanged and ravenous beneath cellar stairs to prey on the unwary. It was a different sort of monster, and being that its victims were children, in many ways it was worse.


  Daniella May Addams was the first. Just after sunset, she was sent exactly two blocks to a neighborhood store called McKandy’s to pick up a loaf of bread for her father’s supper. She was seen by two people on the way there, one of whom was her fifth-grade teacher who was out walking her dog. Daniella purchased the bread, stepped out of the jingling door of McKandy’s and became a statistic. The second victim was Louise “Missy” Schreiber, aged nine. Three months after the Addams girl became a common sight on MISSING flyers and billboards, Missy returned from an afternoon softball game and dropped out of sight. Like the Addams girl, she was less than two blocks from home. The final victim was a boy this time, Charles Warden. He was twelve-years-old. Five weeks after Missy Schreiber’s ill-fated softball game, Charles was watching TV with his younger sister. His parents were across the street playing cards. There was a knock on the door, according to the sister. Charles answered it, chatting with someone the sister did not see in the dark. Charles said he’d be right back, stepped out onto the porch and was never seen again.


  At this point, the monster’s reign of terror ended. By the standards set by other such creatures, it wasn’t exactly prolific. It came out of nowhere, did its dark deeds, and then vanished into the woodwork of Lynnstown. The bodies of the three children were never found. As time passed, it was relegated to a cautionary tale told by adults and a ghost story told by children themselves. It became part of the town’s lore and a particular ugly skeleton in its closet.


  People did not forget, but as the years piled up and new tragedies came and went, they moved on and the monster was relegated to disused dusty shelves in the memory of the town where it yellowed like an old photograph.


  What was done could not be undone and one day, it was suspected, a hunter or hiker would stumble across a set of small moldered bones after the winter snowmelt and there would be closure, if not answers, for one of the families and the town itself.


  Lynnstown put the monster out of its collective mind.


  Then, fifteen years later, it returned.
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  In retrospect, maybe I should have seen it coming because it was there even then, unfolding its dark wings and casting its night-black shadow over my life. But it hadn’t yet taken definitive shape; it was formless, elemental, just waiting to become something. And when it did, it would gut a lot of lives, leaving a lot of souls barren and burnt in its wake.


  But I knew nothing of that, of course.


  It was Friday night, and I wanted to have a good time. So, after I finished my shift over at the lumberyard—the absolute shining pinnacle of McJobs—I brushed off the sawdust, cleaned up, and went over to see Kurt Tamerlyn. Kurt had been kicked out of college for like the third time. He’d told me why probably half a dozen times, but I couldn’t seem to remember the reason. Something to do with pissing. Pissing in class? Pissing in the wind, pissing himself? It didn’t much matter. Kurt was out of control and he had been for years. Like myself, he was drifting and not much of anything seemed to matter but having a good time.


  When I got over there, pulling into the driveway, the music was cranking and Stella, Kurt’s mom, was yelling above the din. Like most things in her existence, her son brought her pain and I could see that pain simmering in her dark eyes when I opened the door. She stood there, not inviting me in, just staring me down like she was waiting for something, an explanation maybe as to why her son had no common sense and why I seemed to encourage this.


  “Hello, Kurt’s mom,” I said to her like always.


  “Don’t try that with me,” she said. “You two are up to something. Where is it you think you’re going?”


  “I don’t know. We haven’t got there yet.”


  “You’re going out drinking again, aren’t you?”


  “Us?”


  “Yes.”


  “You wanna know if we’re going out drinking?”


  “I’m not in the mood for this, Johnny.”


  “In the mood for what, ma’am?”


  “You little shit.”


  Poor Stella.


  Upstairs, Kurt killed Acid Witch and yelled down the stairs, “Is that Johnny Bree? That my Rock-and-Roll Johnny? Yeah, that’s the boy! You met Johnny Bree before, my dear mother, my sweet sage of parental suffering? Why, it’s said he carries his guitar in a gunny sack{MISSING SYMBOL}”


  “Oh, knock it off,” Stella called up to him.


  “Mother of my heart, you take fine care of my Johnny Bree, will ya? Ya’ll give him none but the finest amenities this here white trash family can bestow…are you with me on this, dear mother? My heart, my love, my bestest and finest girl…”


  “Shut up!” Stella snapped.


  Poor Stella. Sweet sage of parental suffering, all right. Kurt had a mouth that was open twenty-four/seven and I could only imagine what living with that sarcastic bastard must have been like…let alone knowing you were his mother and he was the fruit of your loins.


  “Johnny Bree? You there?”


  “I’m here.”


  My parents named me Johnny Breede, but everyone called me “Breed” or “Johnny Bree” which was just fine in my book since I’d been called lots of other things and most of them were not quite so complimentary. “Breed” was sort of a family nickname for the male members of the tribe. My old man, Louis Breede, had been called the same until he got in his fifties and by then everyone just called him “Louey the Lush.”


  Kurt called down: “Don’t you be trying to make time with my pure and pristine mother, Johnny boy. Why, her virtue is legendary in all counties but this one. Mix my mom a drink, will ya? She’s getting dry.”


  “You better shut up!” Stella warned him, stomping off.


  I leaned up against the staircase, smoking a cigarette and shaking my head. What a family, what a fucking family.
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  Stella was a widow.


  Kurt’s dad had been in Vietnam where he’d nurtured an innate love of violence that would not come to full flower until many years later. But when he was drinking—which was just about every day—Vic would tell Kurt and me stories about what a Viet looked like when he was cut in half by a .50-cal machine gun or how long it took a dead body to bloat up in the jungle. Happens quick, real quick, he’d say with a cruel, metallic gleam in his eye. You can almost see it happening like somebody stuck a tube up they asses and filled ’em with air. Buttons on they uniforms start popping off like bullets. Ping, ping, ping! It’s something, all right. You give it a day or two and they get all green and mossy, get toadstools growing out of they mouths and eye sockets, fungus thick as dog fur sprouting from they ass cracks. How Vic knew about what was going on with their asses, we never asked, but I always had an image of him flipping bloated corpses over with the scuffed toe of his combat boot, yanking down their skivvies so he could see nature filling empty cracks with fruiting life.


  Vic hadn’t been much on the parental front, but both Kurt and I had been enthralled by the character he was. It wasn’t until later that we realized that old Vic Tamerlyn was a guy with so much baggage he had to push it around in a wheelbarrow. Vic had a cherry 1967 gloss-black GTO hardtop that no one was allowed to touch. It was sacred to him. And that made perfect sense later when, just shy of his 53rd birthday, he got behind the wheel one blustery October night and put the barrel of a 12-gauge Remington pump under his chin and pulled the trigger. Although classic car enthusiasts referred to the GTO as a “Goat”, since that time Kurt had morbidly called his father’s “The Coffin”.


  Anyway, Stella had been screwed-up ever since, understandably…though Kurt was of the mind that she was not right long before. Like woodrot invading a deserted house, it did not happen overnight.


  Regardless, Stella hadn’t been much since then. She sat alone in that old house, sucking down memories and martinis{MISSING SYMBOL}gin and vermouth in a water glass with a single olive floating in it like a dead man’s eyeball drifting in brine{MISSING SYMBOL}and cried a lot. Over the wreckage of her life. Her husband. Her son. Most things, in fact. Just crazy over it all. Crazy with grief. Crazy with life. Crazy with the fact that her son wouldn’t amount to anything and that she was getting older by the minute. But most of all, crazy with loneliness. And sooner or later, we all get to know that kind of crazy.


  I felt sorry for her.


  I teased her, baited her, got under her skin a lot, but I honestly felt sorry for her.


  Mostly, anyway. She really loved Kurt’s dad. Maybe their relationship was more Weekly World News than Family Circle, but it was too bad how it all turned out for her. Fate was funny that way, though. It was not only cruel, but unbearably twisted in its machinations. What my old man called “the fickle fucking finger of funny fate”. I figured that when Stella was young and Vic had slipped that wedding ring on her finger she never guessed that one day she’d be mopping his brains off the dashboard of a ’67 Goat.


  Stella wasn’t old. Vic had had twenty years on her—she was seventeen and he was 38 when he knocked her up in the back of The Coffin—and she wouldn’t even be forty for another year. She could still hook someone if it wasn’t for her drinking and that mouth of hers. She wasn’t bad looking at all. I thought she still had it going on (though I’d never say that to Kurt). She had nice legs and dark eyes, short choppy black hair and a cruel look around her mouth that was sexy in a hard, remorseless sort of way.


  But Stella didn’t seem to want a new man in her life.


  And maybe that was because she had yet to exorcize the old one.


  When Kurt was away at college, I tried my damnedest to be kind to her. I tried to take care of her. I cut her grass, raked her leaves, shoveled her snow. Whatever it took. I figured it was the least I could do. It was funny. When Kurt was around, our relationship was cool and often volatile, but when he was gone off to school, it mellowed. I took care of her the best I could and she took care of me. She liked to play the good mother and feed me, even though she didn’t really know one end of a stove from another. She’d burn a casserole or start a chicken on fire and I would go out of my way to tell her how good it was. Afterwards, she liked to talk. To get things off her chest. It was something she needed and being without family or friends, I became her confidant. Now and again, I’d take a drink with her which was always a mistake because she’d get loaded and start talking about her dead husband like he was away on business and not planted out at Lakeside Memorial feeding the worms.


  “I could tell you things about Vic that would turn your hair white,” she’d say over her third or fourth martini.


  “What sort of things?” I’d ask.


  But she’d just shake her head. “Secrets. Bad secrets.”


  It wasn’t until later that I realized just how bad they were.
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  I got tired of waiting and went upstairs to Kurt’s room. “C’mon, already, fuckhead. Are we going out or what? I’m getting thirsty here.”


  “You need to cut back on your alcohol consumption,” Kurt said. “Many is the day I pray to the good Lord above that the monkey shall be duly lifted from your back. Get thee behind me, Satan, you and your perverse imp of desire! Spare my fine young friend Johnny Bree from the evils of alcohol and the hell of intemperance! Take my hand, Mr. Johnny Breede, take it into your own and let us walk into the light together…”


  “Shut up and get your ass moving.”


  Kurt rolled out of his bed. “Oh, but to hear you speak like that! You should have some respect for my age and station in life! For I say unto you, my ass is fine, it’s the rest of me that’s seized up.”


  He fell back into the bed, looking deathly. He was pale, and his eyes were bloodshot. He looked like a junkie after a hard night, like Sid Vicious must have looked after he woke up in jail and found out he’d stabbed his girlfriend about a hundred times. Thin, drawn, jittery. Worse by the day, I thought.


  It took me about twenty minutes to get Kurt’s ass in gear and sometimes I didn’t know why I bothered. But finally I got him out of there and all the way out the door, Stella was bitching at us, telling us not to be getting drunk and causing trouble. And this with a glass of booze in her hand. What a pretty picture that made.


  “I love you, dear mother,” Kurt told her. “I love you so much that when I tell you to kiss my ass, I mean it with complete devotion.”


  “You shut up,” she told him.


  “Certainly, my mother. Just remember that the darkest sins burn hottest in the end.”


  What the hell that meant, I did not know. Not until later.


  I squealed out of the driveway and she was still bitching, out on the porch with her drink, yelling and shouting. The neighbors loved it. Lots of them standing around with hedge clippers and idling lawnmowers, listening to Stella calling her son and me everything but white Christians, slugging off her drink and leaning up against the railing so she wouldn’t go flat on her face.


  That was how our nights of drinking started, with the same sentimental farewell from Stella. It took us eight, ten beers just to get the taste of her out of our mouths. But that night for some reason, I just couldn’t stop thinking about her. Maybe even then, some seed of darkness had been planted and was beginning to grow.
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  We knocked down a six-pack just to take the edge off and then grabbed another. We cruised up and down Main, checking the action of which there wasn’t much. We saw some girls we knew, but they gave us the cold shoulder and that was probably a good thing because one of them{MISSING SYMBOL}Claire Crossen{MISSING SYMBOL}was carrying a pretty good package of gonorrhea, I knew. Apparently, Claire’s boyfriend, Bobby DeRoul, had come back on leave from the Army with the clap. Now, Claire played it pretty free and easy, liked to share the goods, but it was Bobby that gave her the gift. Probably paying her back for the various livestock she’d infested him with through the years. Anyway, he gave it to her and Claire being Claire, had spread it over half the town. Now she was kind of on the dodge, trying to keep out of sight because Bobby was pretty pissed off about it all. He had no reason to be, of course, but he was. He must have figured the VD was something intimate that could be shared only between the two of them like a first kiss, not passed carelessly about. So he was looking for her, wanting to kill her or something, and I didn’t want her being with us when Bobby came. He was dirt-mean before he became a paratrooper and now he was just nuts, all bent out of shape and kill-happy with all that propaganda they’d stewed his brain on down at Fort Benning. In a week he’d be gone then Claire would be safe again.


  Life in a small town, I guess.


  Well, we were getting bored and I was getting tired of keeping an eye out for the cops, so I drove down by the train yards to that string of sleazy bars and topless joints that run both sides of Punch Street, which is about as close to a red-light district as you get in Lynnstown. I had a good buzz and I honestly had no business being behind the wheel, but I was…like most nights. Anyway, we parked down there and took in the local wildlife, which consisted mostly of drunks weaving up the walks, staggering from one sleazy little bar to another. There were lots of sailors fresh off the ore boats, an assortment of bums from the shantytown called North Shore down in the train yards, and some of the less than respectable members of the local Ojibwa tribe.


  It wasn’t much, but when you were drunk and bored, the entertainment value was certainly high.


  I parked outside the Columbia Bar and we sat there, Kurt and I, like a couple cops on a stake-out. We watched the animals coming and going. Lots of hookers and sailors and what have you. It was pretty dull and there was nothing to do but pick at each other and kill that six. It wasn’t long before Kurt started talking about his dad, which was something he invariably did when he sucked down too many. I wasn’t in the mood for the melodrama. I suppose that sounds kind of harsh, but you can only cry so many times over the saddest story in the world before it becomes old hat and annoying.


  Kurt hated Vic. Make no mistake about that. When Kurt got buzzed up, he’d tell you just how much. But if he was too loaded, old Vic—Shotgun Vic to me—became a psychological study for Kurt. He’d dissect the man’s life minutely, trying to figure out what made him tick. All I knew is that sometimes bombs tick and sometimes the ticking stops and they explode. That was Vic Tamerlyn to me; I didn’t need to know anything more. Sometimes I could almost picture him in my mind sitting behind the wheel of that ’67 GTO, shotgun in hand, looking ghostly and slightly out-of-focus like an image from a Victorian photograph. I could see his eyes, dark and stormy, and he’d say, I did what I did because I didn’t have a choice, only a shit-nothing punk like you will never understand what that’s like. When all your choices are taken away from you one by one. Because when then happens, Johnny, when you reach that point at the bottom of the ninth, there’s nothing left and the only wise thing to do is to end your miserable existence. Kurt understands that. He understands better than you think. Things like that freaked me out and not so much because of the subject matter—though it was bad enough—but because of the clarity. These little mind movies would jump fully-fleshed into my brain with no urging and forethought from me. It had been going on like that since I was a kid.


  So maybe I was satisfied with Vic’s conclusion, but Kurt certainly was not.


  The Vic Tamerlyn Story held great fascination for Kurt and it affected him in ways I never understood, at least not then. Vic had been abusive and Kurt was always trying to figure out why. There were subtleties and nuances to the story that I did not comprehend, he liked to point out. There was subtext and metaphor, and a crazy-quilt of little clues.


  “I’m going to figure it out,” he’d tell me. “One day, I’m going to understand Dear Papa, the smelliest turd in the bowl.”


  “Well, good luck with that,” I’d always say.


  I wasn’t interested in dissecting lives. I barely understood mine and I had never been able to find a scalpel sharp enough to cut through more than the outer layers. What lay inside, buried deep and bloody, was a mystery, and, like most people, I was okay with that.
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  I wasn’t so oblivious to Kurt’s pain and curiosity concerning Shotgun Vic as I like to pretend. We’ve all been hurt, we’ve all been cut deep. We all bear wounds that have poorly-healed, but sometimes it’s a lot easier to let them lay and fester. When you start picking at the scab, the blood and pus start running and the poison works itself right through your system. And with that little analogy in mind, I’m going to confess a few things and show you a few scabs of my own.


  When I was eleven-years-old, I was angry.


  I was angry because I saw kids at school with ordinary loving, supportive families and it irked me because I didn’t have anything like that, at least not that I could see. My old man had been laid off a couple years from Wisconsin Central Railroad and seemed to have no desire to do anything but odd jobs for a few bucks here and there. We subsisted on relief. My mom was this moody, depressed person who had very little interest in anything but fighting with my old man and avoiding anything motherly, as if having children had been the worst mistake of her life. Maybe it was. My sister Rachel was honestly more of a mother to me than she was.


  When I was a kid, I liked to pretend mom was a good person and a good mother. Like any other boy, I loved her and needed to believe she was the greatest person in the world, which she wasn’t. Even then I knew that. My mom was pretty. It was only later, looking back at photographs of her, I realized just how pretty she was—tall and slender, her eyes smoldering only one shade darker than her hair—and how that kind of pretty would attract the wrong kind of attention, the sort of attention I don’t think she got from my old man and the sort of attention she absolutely craved. She was a very superficial sort of person and I hate to even admit that about my mother. But it’s true.


  That was one of the things that started to make me furious when I was eleven. Another was the way she treated my old man. Like I said, he wasn’t exactly the greatest catch in the world. She was on him all the time about not going back to work and not bringing enough money in and not keeping up the house and not giving her the sort of life she deserved. It went on twenty-four/seven and it really, really started to get under my skin and I had all I could do not to tell her so. My old man was drinking all the time and I know he wasn’t much, but he was a kind sort of guy. He was always good to Rachel and me. He always made time for us. It killed me to watch my mom treat him like shit. It really did.


  That summer when I was eleven she enrolled me in a day camp at the Y. It must have been some sort of charity thing because we could never have afforded it. The parents of the other kids there had paid, but I was a charity case and the kids seemed to know it. One in particular, Kyle Beede, like to rub my nose in it. Kyle’s old man was into real estate and he owned like two or three restaurants, a couple of car dealerships. Kyle liked everyone to know that, particularly me. The thing was, being the meek and mild kid I was, I didn’t fight back. Not when he ran me down. Not when he ran my family down. But, as I said, the anger was there and one day it rose to the surface. He was bigger than me at the time, but I guess I figured the worst he could do was kick my ass. So I hit him. And when he fell down with a bloody nose, I hit him again. Each punch made me feel that much better, so I kept hitting him until I was pulled off him and he was this bleeding, whimpering thing, showing his true colors.


  The camp counselor went up one side of me and down the other. He said he was going to call my parents, and I thought, Good luck with that, we don’t have a phone, dude. When he left the office, I jimmied the window and escaped. I thought I was pretty slick. I was a dangerous hard case criminal on the dodge in one of those black-and-white movies my old man watched on the tube.


  The point of all this, you see, is that I wasn’t expected home.


  My sister was off at a free orchestra camp run by the church and my old man was helping a guy tear down a house. So my mom was all by herself. Little Johnny was off at Y camp and not expected for hours. As I came around the back of the house, I heard voices in the bedroom and I thought my old man had come home early. Right away, I thought, oh they’re fighting again, and got that same sinking feeling in my chest.


  That’s what made me sneak up to the house so I could scope things out.


  “Listen, princess,” a very familiar male voice said. “I don’t know what kind of crap it is you think you’re playing at here, but it stops right now. I mean it: it stops right now. I’m not going to put up with shit like that.”


  I recognized the voice.


  It wasn’t my old man; that was for sure. It was the voice of Stu Redding, a local cop who was well liked and well respected by just about everybody (except those he’d thrown in jail, I imagine). Stu went to the schools and gave presentations on everything from bicycle safety to peer pressure to the dangers of drugs. He had twin daughters, Melissa and Macy, who were a grade ahead of me. His wife was the school librarian. Here was a guy who had it all: good job, respect, good kids, good wife. But here, also, was a guy that had something on the side with my alley cat of a mother.


  Why?


  Isn’t that the eternal question? I wasn’t naïve; I knew what was going on. It wasn’t as shocking as it should have been. I think I suspected that she was up to something like that all along…but she was my mother for God’s sake.


  I should have slipped away so I didn’t have to hear the rest, but I couldn’t bring myself to. For here was a window into the workings of my mother. Here she was…raw, uncensored, and real. I crouched there in the bushes, rocking on the balls of my feet, and listening while my stomach tied itself into barrel knots, cats’ paws and sheepshanks, twisting and tightening until I thought my insides would be forced right out of my mouth.


  “I’m hardly talking about a fortune,” I heard mom say.


  “Ten grand is a fortune to me. Just where in the hell am I supposed to get ten-thousand dollars?”


  “That’s your problem. I want it. I need it. You get it for me and there’s no trouble. You never see or hear from me again,” she told him like it was no big deal, like she wanted him to loan her twenty bucks until payday.


  “And if I don’t?”


  My mother laughed like a crone stirring a cauldron, forecasting the blight of your crops and the infertility of your wife if proper expiation was not offered. “Well, then it’s real simple, Stu. I go over to the school and I tell your wife how you’ve been fucking me. In fact, I make sure every goddamn person in this shithole town knows it. I’ll see to it you never have reason to walk tall again.”


  “Jesus Christ, Rhonda! What kind of fucking person are you?”


  “A desperate person. A person who needs to get out of this place very badly, and a person who can make a fresh start with ten grand. That’s the kind of person I am.”


  “Listen, goddamn you, listen…”


  But my mother did not want to listen. “Look at my life. Look at the shack I live in. I have nothing to lose, but you have everything. Your status, your family, your wife. What’s ten grand to safeguard that?”


  I waited there, shaking, sweating, tears rolling down my face. It’s not easy to hear your mother admit that you’re nothing, that you mean absolutely zero to her.


  Stu was in a corner and he knew it. I’m sure he was thinking then how easy it would have been to wrap his hands around her throat and squeeze the life out of her pretty throat. I’m not sure it wouldn’t have been justified.


  “Where the hell am I supposed to get that much money?”


  “From the bank. Your brother is vice-president of First Federal. He owes you, remember? You put in the fix so he wouldn’t do jail time for drunk driving. You covered his ass when he embezzled the five thousand over there. He kept his job, he kept his status. So you’ll go and see him and admit a few things and he’ll write you an unsecured loan for ten grand. I’m sure he’ll arrange a payment plan that will cost you next to nothing. Forty or fifty bucks a month and you’ll have it paid off in twenty years. Your brother can arrange it. The interest will be negligible.”


  So what happened?


  Stu paid off, I guess. The next day my mom took off and we never saw her again. I still bump into Stu Redman. He says hello and I say hello. I can see the guilt in his eyes, of course. He knows that he was, in his own way, instrumental in leaving my sister and I motherless. But I don’t blame him. I think Stu is a good guy for the most part. A good guy who made a mistake and ended up in an awful situation. I like to think he never did anything like that before and never would again. Sometimes, lying awake at night, I wonder if that loan really happened. I wonder if maybe my mother got what she deserved and is lying at the bottom of a well out in the country somewhere, her mossy bones well-picked by rats. But I don’t believe that. Stu gave her what she wanted, and she was as good as her word.


  I never told my sister or my dad about that. Kurt was the only one who ever knew the truth. My mom left, and my old man kept waiting for her to return while he slowly drank himself to death. My sister found religion and I just drifted, carrying the dark secret of my mother’s betrayal deep in my guts, like a tumor.


  Kurt wanted to know about his old man and I firmly believed that delving into things like that would only cause you pain. How much easier it would have been if I didn’t know the sort of hellcat my mother was. But nothing I could say would turn him away from his pursuit of the truth. I thought it was a mistake and as it turned out, I was right.
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  The only thing that saved me from the Vic Tamerlyn Story that night was that a couple violent drunks fell out of the doorway of the Columbia for comic relief. One of them was a big biker I’d seen around they called Coker that had to go in at three hundred pounds, even without the leather jacket on. He was from a local bike gang called the Acid Eaters, who were just generally known as the “A’s” or “A-Eaters”. They were pretty bad boys headed by a real meat-eater named Cecil Blackwood.


  I didn’t know Coker really and I didn’t think I wanted to, but I had run into him at the A’s annual pig roast and battle of the bands. The Roast was the one safe place you could socialize with these guys. They were cool and mellow on that day. All proceeds went to charity and you could hang around there with them and like a hundred other bikers and just bullshit, check out the bad boys that showed up and all those Hogs lined up, choppers and street-eaters and Low Boys, you name it. Look, but do not touch. Lots of the local bike clubs showed up as well as some real hard cases from gangs like the Outlaws and the Devil’s Disciples down in Milwaukee. You could chat and hear about the one-percenter lifestyle and listen to all the jokes about Yuppie Bikers, weekend warriors who suited up in leather on Saturdays and climbed on their Harleys, living some existential road-warrior fantasy. You could always pick those guys out. I think Jay Leno was their idol and when they stopped on the road, it wasn’t to raise hell at some strip club or greaser bar or settle some old score, but to grab a yogurt smoothie or a bottle of vitamin water at a convenience store, maybe check their iPads to see if the yard guy or the pool man had called, queue up for an avocado facial.


  Anyway, Coker was an A-Eater and he was the real thing.


  He came bursting out the door and tossed some little guy to the pavement. Tossed him, picked him up, then tossed him back down again. Bounced him like a ball, truth be told, and this on concrete. I knew the little guy. His name was Bernie Lake and he was just a drunk, nothing more, nothing less. Bernie didn’t have a shirt or shoes on.


  “Aw, now ain’t that Bernie?” Kurt said to me, doubled over, the booze and lack of food eating a hole in his gut. “That guy…is that Bernie?”


  “Yeah, it’s Bernie, all right.”


  “You gonna help him? I think you should just go help him, Johnny Bree. Why that biker is no match for your brawn and killer instinct. Help the boy. If it weren’t for my advanced years and poor physical condition, I’d be out there!”


  Kurt. Good Christ, he didn’t know when to shut up when he was straight. And when he was drunk he could have talked the tits off a stone gargoyle.


  I laughed. “Go help him? Are you freaking crazy? You go help him.”


  “Well,” Kurt said. “Well, I’ll not let Bernie suffer! Here I come, old friend!”


  “You knock yourself out,” I told him.


  And it looked like Kurt was thinking about it, too. But I took hold of him and sat him back down. Kurt could’ve gotten his ass kicked by Brownie Troop #307 when he was sober, let alone pasted like this. Of course, true to form, Kurt gave me a ration of shit about how we should be helping Bernie, “we” meaning me. But I was quick to point out that I never fought anything out of my species and Coker was an animal.


  Poor Bernie. Love ya, man, but I’m not getting my brains scrambled for you.


  “Get the fuck up!” Coker told him, wiping spit or beer foam or both from his beard. “Get up!” Every time Bernie tried to, Coker kicked him again and put him right back on his ass, which only got Coker more pissed off. It was like some kind of demented Benny Hill skit and there wasn’t much I could do but watch it play out. Bernie, to his credit, did get to his feet once. He got up and tried some of that Bruce Lee shit he knew on Coker and Coker decked him.


  Kurt, of course, being about as smart as a bag of hammers, tried to get out of the car. I restrained him again, but this time Coker had taken notice. Good old Kurt. I spent half my life babysitting him and protecting him. His heart was in the right place, but his brain was definitely somewhere south of his asshole.


  “Fuck are you two staring at?” Coker said, descending on my rusty Cutlass like a grizzly bear considering an offering of raw meat.


  Kurt lost his bravado about then. I think his balls crawled up his asshole to avoid the oncoming damage.


  “It’s cool, Coker,” I said. “It’s cool. It’s me…Johnny Breede.”


  “I don’t know no fucking Johnny Breed, dipshit.”


  Christ, my life flashed before my eyes in vivid Technicolor. “Sure, from the pig roast, man, I always buy my tickets from you. Johnny Breede. Breed.”


  That stopped him. If Cecil had pounded nothing else into his boys it was the value of the Roast. It was great PR for these guys and made their existence somewhat acceptable to the locals. Sometimes, mentioning the Roast could keep them from hurting you if you mouthed off to one of the tribe.


  Coker was drunk, his eyes like two red-rimmed bruises, but he tried to focus on me. “Sure…sure, I remember you. Breed. Why didn’t you say so, Breed?”


  “Hey, man, when do the tickets go on sale?”


  “Um…probably not until week after next.” Coker was a business man now. I could see the transformation coming over him like Chaney under the full moon. “It’s gonna be outstanding this year, Chuck. No shit about that. We got seventeen bands lined up. We gonna burn like six pigs and like four hundert ears of corn.”


  “Damn!” I said with mock enthusiasm. “I can’t wait!”


  Coker told me about the bands and the bike clubs, how the profits this year were going to the United Way and Big Brothers/Big Sisters and all that. He had the spiel down and he gave it to me. Then he told me to be cool and not to drink and drive and staggered back into the Columbia. The A-Eaters were always telling people not to drink and drive. It was rich. They tooled around on their Hogs jacked on booze and zoned on the drug of the day, but they always told you not to drive drunk. It was like Jeffrey Daumer telling you to stay off red meat.


  When he got gone, I went and picked Bernie up. Bernie was out cold, but soon as he saw me, he grinned stupidly with that bloody mouth of his. “Hey, Breed,” he said, “where’d that sonofabitch go? I was just about to straighten his shit out.”


  “He ran off,” I said. “I think you scared him.”


  Bernie was pressing a hand to his ribs, doubled over, wiping blood from his face. “I oughta go back in there and kick his ass! I mean, just kick his ass, eh?”


  At which point, Bernie showed me some of those ass-kicking martial arts moves he’d learned years back. Hopping around, still stooped over, gritting his teeth and trying to be graceful. He fell down two or three times and then I just took hold of him and put him in the back seat.


  Bernie was a good guy.


  I mean that. Bernie was like half-Ojibwa and when he got tuned up, he’d either go into the woes of his people or get mystical and spiritual with you or start with the martial arts shit. Believe it or not, Bernie had been a real big man on campus when he was in high school. He was ten or fifteen years older than me. He had been a star athlete in track and field, soccer, and had a black belt in jujitsu. I’d seen him at parties, in his better days, flipping guys twice his size on their asses. He’d been good, real good. After he graduated, Bernie became like one of the biggest heads in town, a real monster that all we younger guys worshipped. Bernie could drink like a fish and never fall on his face. He could roll a joint with one hand. He could play blues harp like nobody’s business. Things like that impress the hell out of you when you’re fourteen. Somewhere between then and now, Bernie had become a useless drunk. He didn’t weight much more than 110 pounds soaking wet and went days without eating, preferring a diet heavy in hops and grains. “Beer ain’t nothing but bread,” he once told me. “Same shit in it. Liquid fucking bread.” He’d been in and out of dry-out half a dozen times and each time he got out, he was back on his favorite bar stool the next day, saying, hey man, I’m so dry here I need to get good and wet.


  I suppose Bernie wasn’t much more than a town nuisance these days, but I liked him. I still remembered when he was like the coolest dude in town, walked the walk and talked the talk. The fact that Bernie had been such a big shot in school he owed completely to himself, because his family wasn’t much. Nobody really knew who his old man was, though Bernie had plenty of stories about that. His mom, Ma Lake, was a pot dealer. We used to go over there when we were teenagers and score weed. It was weird, you know, sitting around getting stoned and listening to Black Sabbath or whatever with this woman in her fifties. Bernie had a sister named Lucy who was drop-dead gorgeous, model pretty with legs right up to her neck. She turned out fine. Even as a kid, Lucy had it all together. We all lusted after her, but none of us ever touched her. She was very moral and upstanding, considering where she came from. Bernie had a brother named Rick who was a real drugged-out brain damage case. You’d get stoned with him and Ma, then the next day you’d run into him on the street and he’d act like he never saw you before, get real paranoid if you tried to talk to him.


  Anyway, that’s where Bernie came from. A sister who was all that and a mother and brother that were something else entirely. So I guess I figured you couldn’t blame Bernie how he turned out.


  I drove away from Punch Street and Bernie was babbling in the backseat about how there was a side to life that white people just couldn’t dig, a spiritual side that was beyond us. Jesus. I handed him a beer and as I cruised town he kept talking and drinking and making less sense. I didn’t want to hear about the evils of the white race and spiritual purity from a guy I had to scrape off the sidewalk. A guy whose mother was the legendary Ma Lake and whose aunt was a prostitute they called Beavtwat.


  Kurt had sobered a bit. “Did I tell you what I talked my mommy into, Johnny Bree?” he said to me. “Did I tell you that?”


  “What now?”


  “She’s gonna let me do another year at Western, gonna pay my tuition and shit. Is that cool or what?”


  It wasn’t cool, it was sad. Old Stella had a pretty good bank account and these past few years she’d been using a lot of it trying to help Kurt make something of himself. They fought like cats and dogs most of the time, yet he always managed to sweet-talk her into another year of college. Go figure. Another year of drinking and drugging and whoring, that’s what it would amount to for Kurt.


  “This time, I’m not gonna screw up,” Kurt said. “I’m gonna get my money and go to class and really do it this time. No juice, no props, no nothing. Four years and I’ll be coasting. An upstanding citizen, yes sir. Even my daddy will look up at me from his lower berth in hell and sing my praises.”


  “Yeah, right. You’ll blow it. You blow everything.”


  “Johnny Bree! Goddamn, I almost think you mean that! Say it isn’t so, my Rock and Roll Johnny! Tell me you still have faith in the boy, the old kid!”


  “I have faith that you’re a drunk and that’s about it.”


  “C’mon, Johnny Bree! Be a pal and a buddy and a trusted associate! I can’t have you being an asshole now. No, that won’t do at all.”


  “Ah, shut the hell up,” I told him.


  He didn’t say much after that, so I knew he was mad. I was supposed to be his friend and here I was dumping on him. Usually I was sympathetic, but not tonight. I was telling him the truth for whatever good it would do. Maybe I was just tired of all the chances he had, all the chances he blew. He had everything handed to him. But that wasn’t completely true and I knew it. He had paid for it all in his own way. Vic had been abusive as hell and Stella was neurotic. Kurt’s home life was really no more stable than my own.


  It was quite a night. We killed a couple more six packs and Kurt finally passed out. Bernie was barely coherent and I couldn’t see straight anymore. I pulled into a field and fell right out the door into the grass, started heaving my guts out. Ten minutes later, the world stopped spinning and I was okay again. I got back in the car and smoked a cigarette, listening to Bernie talk about some guy he knew that had gotten wasted on Everclear and choked to death on his own vomit.


  But I ignored him. He made half that shit up anyway.


  I sat there wondering where I could get some more juice. At some point, Kurt woke up long enough to say, “I wonder if Vic is burning in hell.” Then he passed out again.
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  It’s funny, but a lot of young people, guys my age, are worried sick that one day they might become their fathers, just as girls worry that they might become their mothers. Now it could be argued that my old man was nothing but a worthless drunk{MISSING SYMBOL}it wouldn’t really be much of an argument, truth be told{MISSING SYMBOL}and that I was doing my damnedest to become him, working very hard at it, in fact. Again, probably not much of an argument there. But if there was one guy that would never become his father, it was Kurt.


  Kurt hated his old man.


  Sure, maybe when he had a good load on he might try to psychoanalyze Vic, but that didn’t mean he liked him. Maybe he just needed to understand him. Because good or bad, your old man is your old man and I don’t suppose there’s much worse in life than carrying around all that baggage and all those questions that come with it, the sort of things that will haunt you all your life: Just who was my old man anyway? What was he? What made him the way he was? Why did he have it out for me? Anyway, Kurt hated him and his memory. Maybe he wanted to make sense of it all, but he still hated him. Kurt fought and fought hard day by day to be everything the old man wasn’t.


  And I applauded this.


  It was something to shoot for, because old Shotgun Vic was a real dandy, the sort of thing you kept in a cage and tossed raw meat to, stepped back real quick when he started tossing his shit at you through the bars. Vic was violent. Make no mistake about that. I suppose that most guys who pulled two tours in the jungle were tough, but just because you’re tough doesn’t mean you’re violent. But Vic was damn violent, frightening really. Maybe it stemmed from his paranoia, because he was that, too. He always thought people were watching him or spying on him and one time he became convinced that the landlines were bugged so he ripped them all out of the walls and ran outside and tossed them into the street. So Vic was violent and paranoid. Like chainsaws and toddlers, not a good combination. He beat up Stella more than once thinking she was spreading her stuff around to other men. He broke some guy’s arm once because he claimed the guy was following him. So, you can see the way he was. As you can imagine, Vic was in the can a lot, but with his war record and all, he never drew any serious time. His lawyer always cited delayed stress and all that business and he skated out with a month here or there and some therapy from the VA people. But what the courts didn’t know and what I’m only guessing at is that Vic was probably nuts long before the war.


  The only good thing I can say about him is that he was good to me, always good to me. I think he liked me because I came up pretty hard and never had a thing. That and the fact that I played football and wrestled; pulled down a job ever since I was like twelve. Maybe he respected that. Whenever I was around, Vic would put his arm around me and ask about sports and my part-time jobs and run Kurt down. Anything I said was funny or relevant and anything Kurt said was worthy of ridicule. None of that was good for Kurt and I hated Vic for it. He was no father to Kurt, just a bully that hung around the house and intimidated and threatened him, used him for a punching bag, but little else. Maybe, like I said, he saw some of himself in me and liked that. Kurt was smart, great in school, but no good in sports, too unconventional to hold a job for long. I guess Vic saw him as a disappointment, saw him as soft and weak and undisciplined.


  Regardless, Vic took out his frustrations on Kurt.


  He beat his ass regularly. Kurt had woken up from a dead sleep more than once by being punched in the face. When I first heard that Vic had bought it, I thought, oh shit, Kurt finally lost
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