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The end of the line... the first time.

Sedona Arizona, Boynton Canyon.

“I’m beggin’ ya man, whatever you’re plannin’ don’t do it! The world needs what you can do!” Harry Armstrong; Nick and up until recently Frankie’s best friend pleaded as he looked the young man up and down with a deepening frown. “What the fuck happened t’you man, you look like month old shit.” 

The corner of Nick’s lip flicked upward, he was gonna miss Harry. “It’s been a little rougher than I thought.” 

“Dude, you been here 3 days, what the hell kinda shit did you manage to get yourself in while you were waitin’ for me?” Harry shook his head and pulled a flask from his back pocket, handing it to his best friend before nipping from it himself. “tell me you didn’t pick up some road truck tacos or something on the way in...,” he muttered trying to remember if Nick had been wearing the same clothes when he left. It smelled like he was. “Speaking of which, when’s the last time you got some sleep? Or food? Or a shower?”

A strange kind of chuckle huffed out of Nick, “It’s been a while.” 

For eighteen years they’d been through thick and thin, fighting to keep their little corner of the world safe from impossible beings that didn’t belong here and left nothing but destruction in their wake. 

They met as teenagers, Harry’d been seventeen, Nick either fifteen or sixteen, Frankie, nine or ten.  He was already used up by the same sick son of a bitch that used Nick as his own plaything, until he got too old that is, that’s when he went after the little guy. 

Harry asked him once why he didn’t just take Frank and run but all he said was, “I didn’t know I could.” 

But last week everything changed. 

Harry didn’t know how Nick could do what he could, it was the coolest damned thing he ever saw, but it didn’t last long and Nick never said much about it. Sometimes Harry just couldn’t figure him out, unless it had something to do with Frankie. Other than that, when it came to talking about his power, there was almost nothing he could or would say. He didn’t know where it came from, didn’t know why it was him, didn’t have a clue even how long he could get to. 

Still, a lot of shit could be done in 3 minutes, and 3 minutes head start running from a child molesting scumbag could’ve got them both free a lot sooner. 

Harry’s finger caressed the long, wide, strip of scar tissue down his breastbone and he nodded. After all, everyone has their own baggage and it wasn’t his business to question how anyone handled what they were dealt. 

Nick finished tracing a circle in the canyon floor and wiped his hands on his jeans, “get my bag willya?” he motioned to a dusty, beat up backpack leaning up against a boulder, it was so dirty it was hard to make out the silly grinning face of Frank’s favorite cartoon Great Dane. It really didn’t surprise Harry that Nick would bring Scooby with, but somehow it really did. 

“Jesus what the hell’s in here?” he asked watching Nick break out his lock back knife and drag it across his palm. Even after so many years he still hated seeing that. 

“Really oughtta just put some in a jar man... or one of those plastic bags from the blood drive truck.” 

Harry opened the backpack and frowned at the half dozen, five subject notebooks in there, “what’s all this?” he asked as Nick finished the spell and joined him on the boulder. 

“Notes,” Nick sighed, his face looking even more gaunt and haggard than he had just moments ago. His eyes were deeply bloodshot with cavernous half circles under them. 

“What spells ‘n shit?” Harry asked then shook his head and thrust the bag at the younger man, “you know I’m no good at that stuff... whatever it takes to make magic happen Nicky, you know I ain’t got it.” 

“You will.” Nick looked into the distance, the sun just about to set behind the canyon ridge. Once it was gone this little area was going to become a very dangerous place, but he knew Harry could handle himself if any of them got through the wards he’d set up earlier. 

Harry shook his head, his belly quivering like loose gelatin. He was starting to sweat as the breeze seemed to stop everywhere around them except inside the ring where sand was starting to blow just a bit.

“Whatever this is man, I don’t like it, whatever you got up your sleeve, you need to put a stop to it right now,” he demanded with half a heart. He knew that when the eldest Emerson set his mind to something, the only person who could steer him onto a different path was dead. 

“You asked if there was something you could do to help.” 

Harry swallowed hard, “Yeah.” 

Nick reached under the neck of his shirt, lifting a gold chain with a nickel sized bauble at the end of it, over his head. 

“I told you this was my dads, it’s the only thing of his I got besides his name.” 

Harry nodded, “right.” 

Nick nodded back, somehow not even seeming halfway in the present, “all the important stuff is in those notebooks... well, all of it that I could find out...or remember.” 

“Find out about what?”

“It’s the one thing that can’t be changed... his murder, I always wondered if there was some way to fix things before they went so bad,” he slugged back on the flask again. 

Harry could feel his heart thundering in his chest, “What’dyou mean before things went so bad? Look, I know you can do some funky-ass shit, but do NOT tell me you suddenly learned how to time travel.” 

Nick winced and gave a minor shake to his head, “no, not travel,” but he chuckled, something unsettling in the sound as he mused more to himself than Harry, “course it’s not like we all can’t, or don’t time travel every second of every day,” he returned to the moment, “but no. I’m talking about resetting it. Resetting time.”  

Fighting a suddenly rolling bubbing in his tummy Harry couldn’t stop his mouth, “Resetting? How is that NOT going backward in time?” He demanded after sputtering out a slug of the whiskey. 

Pressing a small latch on the side of the pendant Nick motioned Harry closer and held the bauble up to the moonlight, flipping one tiny page after another, four in total before going back to one that had 13 pin sized marbles tracing lines out toward the edges of both parts of the page. 

“You see this one?” Nick said pointing to one of two tiny spheres on the far left that were nearly touching. 

“Yeah,” Harry swallowed. 

“This is us, it’s Earth.” 

“Earth? What is this some kind space map or something?” 

Nick next put the tip of his blade to a tiny nic just to the left of the bead that he said represented this world. “Don’t move it any further back than this point... no matter how far forward you go, you can’t go back further than this point.” 

“ME!? Why ME?!” Harry barked, “I’m not fuckin’ with the goddamn time line of the whole fucking planet Nick!” 

Nick’s gaze flicked to the rising whirlwind inside the circle, “and you say I got a potty mouth,” he huffed then looked back to Harry, “Listen there’s still more you have to hear...” 

“NO! GODAMNIT! NO!” Harry stormed as Nick took a deep breath and closed the pages. 

“Look at me!” he ordered flipping open the top knob, revealing a chamber into which he squeezed several drops of the blood from the cut on his hand. When it was full, he closed that too then held it up before Harry. 

“It only holds about 3 drops. All you have to do is lock the knob, righty tighty lefty loosey. Lock it then push it down. If you’re not ready to rewind or haven’t moved the world nothing will happen. The chamber has to be full, it has to be MY blood, no one else’s will do.” 

“Nick no!” Harry whispered, the color drained from his face, his eyes saucer wide with disbelief. 

“The notebooks... little details... all the things I could think of that could make a difference... thumb drives get erased... electromagnetic field I guess.” 

Somehow they’d wound up on their feet facing each other, Harry trying to back away, Nick’s grip vice-like on his upper arm while the winds swirled even harder, throwing stones against the barrier the ring created, any of which could easily knock either of them out cold or maybe even crack their skulls. 

“Don’t do this Nick... you think Frankie’d want you to do this?” Harry whispered, unable to look the broken young man in the eyes, “You think he wouldn’t want you t’keep livin? Let you just give up? Just chuck it all away ‘stead’o fightin’ the good fight?” 

Nick flicked his gaze to the ring, everything inside suddenly holding, suspended in air, awaiting his permission to move forward in time again. His ability to hold the spell slipping away faster than he’d anticipated, he gulped, needing just a few more minutes. He just had to hold on a little longer, make Harry understand, then he could let it all go and return home. 

“I can’t...” he choked out, his lips quivering beneath a surprisingly gray layer of thick whiskers that kept the secret of his nearly skeletal face. His pale blue eyes pleaded with Harry’s gentle browns, in fact Harry was certain Nick’s eyes were so pale he almost couldn’t tell they were blue anymore. 

“I lost him Harry. I swore I’d protect him and I fucked it up, over and over again, I blew it. I froze over and over again, and then that pasty faced fucker shows up and...” 

The older man nodded, his mouth suddenly desert dry, “I know man, did him just like he did your daddy, it’s not like you could’ve...” 

“Don’t you get it!? I TRIED and TRIED to stop him! To stop him,” he gulped, “and I couldn’t! It didn’t work and that same son of a bitch turned him inside fucking OUT! Just like it did our dad and nothing I did could stop it, nothing I tried! I can’t live this anymore man,” he sniffed and shuddered a heavy breath, “I tried but I couldn’t, I can’t. And I can’t live with this... it’s like my soul’s been ripped out of me... please say you understand? Please...” He shook his head and wiped his running nose on his sleeve, “could be you’d be next, or Mickey, Charles, Ernesto, or any of us... anyone I care about’s at risk, especially if I can’t change what that fucker does! I gotta...well you gotta, the only way to get in front of this fucker is to stop it before it starts... and it’s gotta be you... please!” he begged folding the pendant into Harry’s hand.

Shaking the tears out of his eyes and stuffing the pendant into his jeans pocket, he asked, “Why me?”

Nick’s weight dragged down on his arms as he leaned harder, his strength waning. “Because you’re the only person I trust, and more important, you’re not me.”

He shook his head, “Nick... shit like this just isn’t possible! If we could time travel...” 

“It’s not traveling!” Nick whimpered as he explained it yet again. His eyes closed as he rolled his head back and forth on Harry’s chest before meeting his eyes again, “it’s cutting open a closed loop. I am the loop. S’why I can’t change it, it’s MY history, to me it’s immutable. You go back to the beginning, you set the orbit on the page back to where I showed you then push the stem just like setting a watch.”

Holding the younger man away from himself Harry couldn’t help it, he stood there, on the brink of the moment of truth, wondering if Nick had finally gone ‘round the bend, if he’d always been crazy, or if he’d dragged Harry into his own craziness. “I don’t know Nick... everything says you don’t fuck with time!” 

Lurching forward and breathing harder, the storm inside the ring returned to its previous and growing ferocity, Nick panted, “You are the only person on this planet that will ever know.” 

Harry felt his jaw drop, “the whole fucking planet?”

Nick nodded, “yeah.” 

“What if I fuck it up? What if I go back too far? What if I wind up back in the fucking dark ages or something?”

Nick smiled, a faint, tired, desperate smile that could still charm almost anyone into doing anything he wanted them to. “Just don’t go past the mark.” 

“How much blood is it going to burn up doing this?” Harry asked then smirked and shook his head when Nick placed a small vacuum sealed jar into his shirt pocket. 

“You need more than that, we’re fucked anyway... you get to the last of it... whatever happens you’ll have to let it run its course after all. But if you can find a good line... burn whatever’s left,” he ordered. 

The swirling winds of the vortex continued to grow stronger, their howling making it almost impossible to hear when Harry asked his last question. 

“How’d you figure this out Nicky?” 

“What do you think I’ve been doing for the last six months,” he choked, his face shining with sweat and tears that couldn’t be stopped as he grasped Harry in a tight embrace. 

“Six months?” Harry gasped. 

Nick swallowed hard and nodded, “and I’m the only person who knew.” 

“That’s why you look...” Harry mused as Nick nodded trying to ease himself from the older man’s embrace. 

Harry didn’t want to let him go. He’d learned more about spells and magic and physics than he’d ever wanted to since he met Nick and Frank, but as much as he hated to admit it, his best friend’s plan made sense. 

“You can do this... you’re the only one who can...” Nick whispered, finally managing to pull away. The last of his energy being drawn out of him and into the vortex, he managed to hold Harry still on the timescape while doing what he had to. He couldn’t bring himself to look back as he walked into the swirling winds; sand and stones ripping the flesh from him as whatever fundamental part of him remained, managed to get through, making its way into a small center point of light before it finally disappeared. 
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The bullies coarse, cruel laughter faded under a breathless ‘whump’ and a heavy steel clang. A plastic bag sharted detritus and the scent of rot into the dark. 

“Eeew gross!” was followed by struggled rustling just before a thin bereft sigh escaped his lips. Tiny grunts helped him push, squeezing his slim fingers between the lid and the body of the dumpster, welcoming a blinding sliver of sunlight into the darkness. 

Frank Emerson could’ve sworn he felt something brush past his shoulder, he looked around, nothing’s up that high. He gulped as a shiver ran down his spine in spite of the heat and his belly started to bubble. In a whisper as tiny as he feels, and just in case the bullies were listening, he couldn’t help but plead, “Please hurry Nicky, I think there’s something b’sides me in here today.” 

As if in answer to his secret prayer a burst of heavenly golden light exploded into the void and a comparatively large, weathered, brown hand reached down. Frank’s dark blue eyes locked onto the now weathered fifty-three-year-old face of the school janitor, Harry Armstrong. Behind the five year old, a ghoulish pale face disappears into a deep shadow inches away. Harry’s expression hardened as he sighed a resigned mutter, “How that boy can be late every damn day?”

Frank Emerson didn’t want to cry, he didn’t like to cry; and even if Nick said it was okay sometimes, he never cried without good reason, and there was nothing more that Frankie wanted than to be like his big brother. But Nick never got thrown into a smelly, old dumpster either.  

He pushed his tears down and smiled his gratitude up at Harry, taking his hand just as Nick’s footfalls could be heard running across the asphalt. 

“Thank you Harry!, Thank you, I think there was somethin’ in there with me today!” he gushed, gasping a lung full of untainted air while Harry braced him enough to let him get a leg over the rim of the container. 

“Big ass rat,” he snarled, then shook it off and smiled at the boy who surrendered himself into his big brother’s reaching hands. 

“Nice o’ya t’join us Nicky, what was it t’day? Grades, a fight...”

“Someone said they saw me smoking in the john,” he shook his head, “I mean who even does that anymore?” He guided Frank down to the ground and took a sniff then winced, “gross!” 

“That’s what I said,” Frank nodded helping brush food goo off his clothes. Seconds later, he snared his big brother with a grip so tight Nick wasn’t sure he’d be able to breathe any time soon, which was just as well considering the stink clinging to the little guy’s clothes. 

“What happened?” Nick asked, stroking the cheese encrusted silky brown waves pressed against his belly. His ice blue eyes looked questioningly into the janitor’s warm comfortable browns, but the older man just shook his head with a hint of sadness.  

“I’m sorry, Nick, I tried to hide.” Frank rubbed away any evidence of tears into the belly of his big brother’s shirt. “I knew you were gonna be late, you’re always late,” he explained without a hint of blame, “and they dragged me out of the bathroom, it was stinky, and they,” his breath hitched. “I’m sorry. I tried, but I couldn’t, Nick. I couldn’t, and they just...” he sighed flicking his head toward the dumpster. “Well, you know.”  

And indeed the elder Emerson did know. No matter what he tried, no matter how thoroughly he planned, Nick never seemed to be able to get anywhere on time. He always managed to get Frankie wherever he needed to be, but when it came to getting somewhere for himself, something always seemed to stand in the way. 

What made matters worse was that for the last two years, ever since That Night, Nick couldn’t seem to shake the feeling that something, something, always seemed to be working against them.  

From boys that thought they could bully him, to the ones who did bully his beautiful, timid and almost scarily smart Frankie, it was as if they were magnets for trouble when all they wanted was to be left alone. 

He’d heard a phrase once, ‘Born under a bad sign,’ and he’d recently begun to wonder if there might be something like that at work in their lives, and if there was, was there anything he could do about it? 

Do what you want t’me, but so help me...NEVER touch my brother! Nick cursed at the universe. Francis Michael Emerson was all that was left of what he’d once called ‘normal’ before their dad was murdered, and part of their mother seemed to have been too.  

“S’okay, Frankie, I gotcha,” he wrapped his arm around his little man and, not for the first time, was almost afraid to let go. Seemed like every time he was forced to, someone or something was trying to hurt the one person he’d come to think of as his.  

He looked up into their friend’s sympathetic brown eyes, one arm protectively draped over Frankie’s shoulders as he offered his free right hand to the careworn older man. “Thanks, Harry,” was all he could get out before his chin threatened to wobble and his eyes to tear.  

Wordlessly and with that familiar, faintly sad smile, the custodian ran a gentle hand over both of their heads before wiping at his eyes and heading back inside the school. 

“I’m sorry, Nicky,” Frank apologized softly but couldn’t bring his arms to unclamp from his big brother’s waist. “I don’t wanna be a baby, I’m sorry. I don’t wanna make you ‘shamed of me,” he sniffed, the sound of snot bubbling back into his throat before he swallowed. “I wish I could be like you. I’m sorry,” he said again.  

Nick wrapped his arms around his little brother. I’m the one that’s sorry, Frank. I let you down again.  

“Hey, listen up, pizza for brains,” he grasped his little brother’s tear-streaked face in his hands, “first, you could never make me ashamed of you, got it?” He smirked when Frank sniffed and nodded. “Second, it takes a long time to get to be this kind of ‘cool’, you dig? And...” he looked around conspiratorially, then leaned in close, “as easy as I make it look,” he looked around again, “it takes work, man.” “Wha...” Frank questioned, taking a quick glance around. “Work?” he asked, clearly amazed by the confession.

“Who said you were smoking?” Frank asked as they walked under a fluttering green-gold birch leaf canopy.  

What they currently called home was a run-down apartment their mom was subletting from her creepy boss. He ran the diner she worked in, and had insinuated himself into their lives just over six months ago, for two young reasons.  

“Dunno, wouldn’t surprise me if it was Tommy or Bruce tryn’a get me out of the way though, so they could get their mitts on you. What’d you do this time anyway? Get another gold star?” he grinned, pushing his little man across the puked-up-s’more-colored carpeting directly into the bathroom.  

Nick knelt at the tub trying not to breathe the dumpster stink too deeply while he started the water running and frowned a curious half smile at his little brother.  

Frankie shook his head, his sapphire blue eyes bright while little teeth chewed his full rosebud lips. He watched the hot water run until all the brown was gone, then grinned when Nick stopped up the tub and squirted a glut of shampoo into it making mountains of soft bubbles. 

The older boy turned his attention back to his little brother, “No?” he asked, incredulous. “You didn’t get a gold star?”  

He slid his hands up the sides of the shirt, holding it open so Frankie could pull his arms out of the holes. After that, he simply opened the neck hole a little wider and pulled the filthy thing off.  

The younger boy knew not to make a move without Nick’s say so,  especially after a dumpster dunking.  

Once the slimy t-shirt was in a ball on the counter, Frank shook his head and stepped out of his shoes. With his big toe poking out through a hole in his sock, he slid them off while Nick undid his jeans.  

“A silver one then?” the older boy asked, pushing down the filth covered denim. I wonder if he’s big enough yet for a couple of my older pairs of underwear, he thought when his eyes fell to the holes in the little one’s hand me down tightie whities. Again, Frank shook his head. 

“What?” he frowned. “I can’t believe it, we worked really hard on that diorama,” he reminded his little brother then gave a swish to the water around in the tub, testing its temperature and stirring up bubbles just the way Frankie liked it. 

Content that everything was okay, he motioned to the tub. “Okay, tiger, hop in,” he grinned.  

Grinning back, Frankie hurdled the rim, landing on his feet with Nicky’s help, then slid under the bubbles until he couldn’t hold his breath anymore. He lurched up, spraying them both with clean smelling foam.  

A shift and a shimmy brought the raggedy pair of underwear out of the tub where a perfect pitch flung them with a slosh into the basin.  

“Good shot,” Nick nodded, impressed. “Alright, shrimp, so what happened?” he asked, rubbing shampoo into Frankie’s mop while working the cheese out of it.  

Frank held up two fingers. “I got TWO gold stars! And Tommy said he coulda done even better if he had a big brother to do all the work for him. But I said you didn’t, that you just helped with the cutting out ‘cause all we have is the big scissors, but I did everything else,” he rattled as Nick stuck a finger full of bubbles onto his nose. “And, except for that, you just helped me hold things until they stuck.” He squeezed his eyes shut, “I’m gonna sneeze...”  

“Nope, not yet, shrimp, I ain’t got b’hind yer ears,” the elder brother smiled, adding another tiny ball of suds to the mound before sliding his fingers first behind the boy’s ears, then into them, making him squirm, laugh and squirm some more as the tiny bubble-man rolled from his nose to his chest.  

Smiling brightly, Frankie blew a palm full of suds into the air, at the same time tossing a handful of water into his big brother’s face, then scooping up another handful to pile on Nick’s head. 

“Eeeew, shrimp, c’mon...cheese-water, gross,” Nick protested half-heartedly but couldn’t hide his enjoyment of their little ritual. A moment later, with the last of the cheddar-like goo finally gone, he nodded, “Alright, dunk.”  

Frankie took a dramatically noisy deep breath before sinking beneath the water again so Nick could work out the last of the soap before he came back up panting and sputtering with a smile.  

—
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FRANKIE LOVED HIS MOMMA, but sometimes when she was sad, he hurt inside because he couldn’t change it, but sometimes Nicky could, just like sometimes he could make Frank smile even when he didn’t want to. That was just one of the things that made the older boy shine like gold in his eyes.  

Even when he got thrown in the dumpster, Nick managed to fix everything up just right in no time. As a consequence of two years worth of moving around with their mom chasing dead end jobs that barely kept bread in the fridge, and his big brother’s seemingly effortless handling of the day to day needs, Frankie often felt that life was supposed to be just the two of them. Sometimes he forgot that there’d been a time when he and mom stayed home and spent their days together waiting for Dad and Nicky to come back and join them. But sometimes, at night, part of him remembered things the daytime tried to let him forget. 

Frank knew this dream, he’d had it every night for a little while, but now it was only a couple times a week. He was being carried in Nick’s arms, he’s facing backward, looking into a long hallway lit in red with Daddy standing at the end of the hall, his hair was the same color as Nick’s, and they had the same eyes too. His hand is raised, his mouth open, saying something but Frank can’t make it out. From behind him a long, spooky Halloween kind of person rises up and turns him. It slashes his throat, then runs its blade down his chest and belly, before ripping his rib cage wide open in the blink of an eye as blood shoots and runs everywhere. From somewhere behind him, toward the front door a voice screams, “FOR FUCK’S SAKE DO IT NOW!” just before he startles awake to the sound of a gunshot ringing his ears.

Waking, feeling cold and shaking he sighes, looking at his big brother’s comforting shape outlined by the light from the streetlamp outside the window where something strange catches his attention. That’s not right, he thought, feeling the short hairs on the back of his neck stand up as the shape of a man slinks down into a shadow behind him. We’re on the second floor... he whips around, his breath ‘woosh’ing out of him when he sees there’s nothing there.

He needed to get into Nicky’s bed, but he was suddenly sure if his feet touched the floor, that same something he’d seen a second ago was going to reach out from under his bed and grab him, and drag him into the dark with it! I gotta be brave, like Nicky would be, he steeled himself, jumping across the three feet between their beds, and lifting the covers found his safety next to the older boy, whose arms closed reflexively around him.  

For several long stretchy ‘late night’ moments, he lay still in the darkness, glad for his big brother beside him. With a faint ‘pop’, Frank took his thumb from his mouth. Nicky won’t like it if he wakes up and the pillow’s all slobbery just ‘cause I had to suck my thumb, and he dried the digit on his pajama top, then thought about the dreams that scared him. 

There wasn’t much he remembered about the night that took his daddy away two years ago, but sometimes what he did remember, mostly sensations, smells and colors, scared him silly. Big hard hands that didn’t smell or feel familiar grabbed him out of his bed and shoved him into mommy’s warm softness, but there was something wrong about her arms that night. Then, once more he was shoved into another pair that, this time, both smelled and felt the way they were supposed to.  

“Get him out of here NOW!” Momma’s voice shrieked in the dark.  

“I gotcha, Frankie,” Nick nodded, holding his little brother to his chest.  

After that, things moved real fast and there were so many angry adults around, yelling at each other, blaming each other, yelling and pointing at him and Nick in ways that made his tummy feel sick, that he let himself forget most of it. The one thing he couldn’t forget though was that their Daddy was gone, and wasn’t ever going to be back. After that, with mommy always sad, or crying, or gone to work, it was up to Nicky to take care of things. 

But Nick was only ten, and sometimes he couldn’t stop the bad things.  
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In the back of his office, Harry Armstrong leaned heavily against the old battered file cabinet, a bent and creased photo pinched between his fingers. It was a genuine photograph from a drug store drop box, not a home printed job. It was cracked, bent and torn, just as he often felt. In fact, it had been through almost as much. The photo was thirty-five years old to his fifty-three. Love me some symmetry, even if it is back assward, he chuffed, knowing full well the bit of memorabilia technically wouldn’t exist for another four or five years.  

Tears slid down his face, his big leathery hand pawed them away as he traced his finger, not for the first time, over two of the familiar faces embraced by his seventeen year old arms.  

His breath trembled from his throat to his chest, “Ahhh, miss y’Nicky.”  

Steadying himself, he slid the war-mangled photo back into his wallet and his wallet into his pocket. His eyes fell on the clock, and with a nod, he gave himself permission to flop into his chair and remember.  

His hand trembled faintly and squeezed his knee. Every time he’d been through these last five or six months, and every time he saw those boys as they’d been earlier, as they’d been before they all ‘technically’ met - free, innocent, and not yet scarred up by whatever those bastard schades really were, his heart cracked just a little more. 

Gonna up’n shatter pretty soon, then who... but it didn’t matter. There were no more chances left.  

Instead, he reveled in the joy of the moment. Every moment he watched them, the hero-worshipping light in Frankie’s eyes and the unabashed love for the little guy in Nick’s was proof that neither of them was yet twisted or warped by circumstances that were truly beyond their control. But every time he went through this, as the target date drew closer, he’d almost swear he could see Nicky’s spirit die just a little more. 

Every time he re-set events, he’d wait for the boys and he’d watch over them, glad to see them once again free of hate, vengeance or love gone awry. But every time he had to watch them go through it all again was torture, maybe in some ways more for him than even for them, and yet for almost eighteen years he held tight to hope.  

I gotta get it right this time, we’re gonna hafta go through it and see if we can still save Frank. If we can, maybe we can save ourselves, too. 

His hand slid into his shirt, fingers wrapping around the watch like pendant Nick had passed on to him so many years ago. Please, God. He sent the hopeful thought out into the world and let himself rest, but just for a time.  

—
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STANDING IN THE HALL outside the kindergarten classroom, Nick watched his little brother dash happily to the coat rack. He fastidiously hung his jacket on the hook with his name written in pencil on masking tape, and just as carefully placed his cracked, plastic, green Scooby Doo lunch box ‘just so’ directly above that.  

He smiled faintly, remembering Frankie’s delight the previous summer at finding the Second Hand Store treasure, how he’d held it to his chest grinning at the giant goofy look on the cartoon Great Dane’s face.  

“Can I have it, Nicky? Pleeeeeease?” he whined, then straightened at the sight of his brother’s spocked eyebrow and tried again, “Please?”  

“How much is it, shrimp?”  

Frankie turned it round and round in his hands, missing the red wax pencil marking, $0.75, through several passes.  

“Never mind,” Nick smiled motioning his happy little shrimp toward the register, “but you don’t get no new socks till school starts now.”  

“It’s summer,” he reminded his older brother. Still, Frankie’s sapphire eyes lit up and his face beamed a smile that could disarm even the crankiest adult. He nodded furiously, holding the box to his chest and hopping in place as he waited for Nick to join him at the counter.  

“I’m gonna put my army guys in it, and it’s gonna be their tank! Then, when school comes, he’ll guard all my pencils, ‘specially the magic one, y’know?...” he’d babbled happily all the way home, not daring to swing the box by the handle, but keeping it safe against his chest with one hand while he made sure to hold Nick’s with his other. “I always wanted a dog! And Scooby talks, Nick! Did you know Scooby can talk?” he continued chirping.  

With a faint frown and a sense that the world was just slightly off kilter, Nick watched until Frankie found his assigned seat at the table and plopped into it, filled with a natural exuberance for the start of a new day.  

Shaking his head, he turned away from the kindergarten classroom and toward his own first period class just as the tardy bell rang.  

He bolted down the deserted hallway, “Fuck!”  

—
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WHAT? Frank wondered, glancing back at his classmates as he approached the whiteboard.  

They were laughing, and he kinda had the feeling they were laughing at him, but nobody would even look at him.  

What?! He looked at each of their faces, his smile faltering just a tiny bit.  

Sarah Flemming, a shy but otherwise nice little brunette-haired girl, pointed at him.  

Frankie looked down. Nope, zipper’s up. I didn’t have a accident. What’s so funny? he wondered, looking all over at himself, craning his head around wondering if he had a hole somewhere embarrassing.  

As he turned his head one way, pulling his jeans the other, he saw it. A big wad of pink, sugar-filled bubble gum stuck to the butt of his pants with long spidery strands striping the back of his jeans. Oh, man! Nicky’s gonna be so mad! These costed good money and now they’re wrecked!  

It wasn’t bad enough he felt his eyes starting to mist up with the prospect of making more work for his big brother, if the room hadn’t erupted in wild cackling laughter at just that moment.  

With fingers pointing at him from every direction and childish, crow-like ‘caws’ echoing in his ears, he felt his lower lip quiver, but he was pretty sure he could still keep it in.  

“Hey, bubble butt! Frankie’s got a bubble butt, Frankie’s got a bubble butt,” Tommy Haywood sing-songed, and before Frank could draw another breath the whole classroom picked up the chant.  

Even with that, he thought he could have laughed, too, and done what Nicky always said to, “...just play along and don’t let ‘em know they’re getting to you.” And maybe he could have, but that was before he saw Bruce Evans reach up high on the coat rack and draw down his bright green lunch box.  

“Hey!” Frankie frowned, pointing to the back of the class. “Don’t you do that!” he hollered, somehow having the perfect view of Bruce sitting on the floor, eating his sandwich with his yucky yellow teeth then washing it down with his purple juice box. 

As the chanting slowed and Frankie moved toward Bruce, Ms. Rubens rose from her chair, clapping her hands firmly for attention while striding quickly to the
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