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 NATE

“You shouldn’t’ve said
that about my sister, Chumley,” Neal said, and shoved the
dark-haired kid against the bricks. His backpack dropped to the
ground.

“Ah, so you’re gonna kick
my ass now, Neal?” Wiley, whose name wasn’t Chumley at all, grinned
brilliantly. I thought that some of his nice white teeth were gonna
wind up in the dirt before long. “Because your sister’s a
slut?”

“My sister’s a slut
because she turned you down?”

“You know the difference
between a slut and a bitch, Neal?” Wiley asked, still grinning.
Unafraid. I wondered if he was really as fearless as he pretended,
or if he was just dumb. “A slut gives it to everybody. A bitch
gives it to everybody but you.”

“So now you’re saying
she’s a bitch, too, Wiley? You’re not the sharpest tool in the
shed, are you?”

I had to agree with Neal. Wiley was
about to get his ass handed to him, and for what?

“Better men than you have
said so,” Wiley agreed, still smiling.

I was standing a few feet behind them,
observing. It wasn’t really any of my business – I wasn’t a
crusader, out to save the downtrodden of our little high school
from bullies, or anything like that. It was true that Neal was a
bully, but Wiley wasn’t a little wormy weakling about to lose his
lunch money.

Neal was the star-center of our
school’s football team, destined for college immortality, and
perhaps even NFL greatness. I used to be part of his crowd, used to
be on the team with him. I’d been a wideout, not a star by any
means, but I did well enough, had made my share of touchdowns. I
almost always started.

Two days before practice was supposed
to begin in August, I broke my hand. It was at a party at Neal’s
house, as a matter of fact. Some other stupid shit that wasn’t my
business either, any more than this was. Some other guy I didn’t
know, any more than I knew Wiley.

Everyone was standing around by the
pool and this guy next to me suddenly slapped his girlfriend, out
of the clear blue sky. I hadn’t heard any arguing; just the
rifle-shot sound of his palm hitting her cheek, and the splash as
she went into the pool.

I said, “What the fuck?” in surprise,
and the guy whirled on me.

“You want some, too?” he
said. It would’ve been to his benefit if he would’ve waited for an
answer, because like I say, I’m no crusader. I didn’t know him or
his girlfriend. Don’t get me wrong, I would’ve stopped him if he
tried to hit her again, but the damage from this one was already
done, and she was safe enough in the pool for the
moment.

But he didn’t wait for me to say that
I didn’t want any. Instead he just swung. But he was drunk, and
probably not much of a fighter anyway, since he liked to hit girls.
I blocked his punch and nailed him in the chin. He went backwards
into the pool, and he would’ve drowned had Neal not fished him out,
because I’d knocked him out cold, and broke his jaw.

Unfortunately, I’d also broken my
hand. The long, apparently delicate bone that ran from the knuckle
of my ring finger to the wrist had snapped in half like a
chop-stick, according to the x-ray. There was surgery, and a cast
and a pin that stuck out of the end of my knuckle. They put a
little green soft thing on the end of it, so I didn’t snag it on
anything; to protect it in case I accidently bumped it. I made sure
not to bump it.

I went to football practice anyway.
The coach shook his head and told me to sit on the bench in the
heat with the other losers. Then when practice was over, he told me
to come see him in his office.

“You’re about a dumb ass,
you know that, Osbourne?” Even though I hadn’t told him how it
happened, he knew anyway.

I nodded. “They say six or eight
weeks, Coach. Then I’ll be good as new.”

Coach shook his head. “It’s never
gonna be good as new, son. Those kinda things never are.” He
paused, shuffled a few papers on his desk. “I’m gonna suggest
something to you, and I want you to hear me out.” I nodded, and he
continued. “You know you’re not any kind of scholarship material,”
he said gently. “You would’ve heard from them by now.” I nodded
again, because it was true. I hadn’t even hoped for it.

“Maybe you can play ball
in college, but . . .” He shrugged. “It’s not gonna pay your way
through. I know you know all this, and I’m sure you’ve thought of
something else to do with your life besides athletics.”

I hadn’t thought a whole lot about
what I was going to do with my life. But he was right. I knew it
wasn’t going to involve too much more football.

“So this is what I’m gonna
suggest to you. I’m gonna suggest that you quit the team. Let that
hand heal up completely, as much as it’s ever going to. Forget
about football for this year. You can always try out again when you
start college. If you stay on the team now, you’re just gonna ride
the bench for the next three months, and by then you’ll be rusty.
Simpson is rarin’ to take your place, and he actually has some
potential.”

“Are you cutting me,
Coach?”

“No, not at all,
Osbourne.” He came around his desk and clapped me on the shoulder,
and it vibrated down my arm and out through the pin in my hand,
ending in a burst of pure electric pain that made me grit my teeth.
“I’m just offering you my best advice.”

“Can I think about it for
a few days?”

“Of course.”

And I thought about it, and I talked
to my dad about it, and in the end I took Coach’s advice. I quit
the team, and after a few weeks, I discovered that I didn’t miss
playing football. Not one little bit. I’d been getting my bell rung
since Pop Warner, and it was truly nice that it had finally
stopped.

What I did miss, however, were all the
little perks that come with a starter’s life, even in high school.
Wistful male teachers, thinking of their own glory days, now long
past, ceased to slap me on the back and tell me I’d had a great
game. Freshman hopefuls didn’t look at me with awe. But worst of
all, my girlfriend Judy dumped me. She was head cheerleader, and
she surely couldn’t be seen about town with a non-team cripple. Not
three days after I quit the team, Judy was dry-eyed, annoyed, when
she said, “I’m sorry, Nate.” She wasn’t sorry at all. “This just
isn’t working out.” I didn’t even get a consolation blow
job.

While it was true that I didn’t miss
get tackled on the field by friends and enemies whose main aim was
to hurt me, I did miss getting tackled by Judy, in her soft bed,
when her parents weren’t home. She aimed to hurt me too, but it was
that good hurt. Judy was spectacular in the ways and means of such
things, and all the hurts on the field were worth it, just because
she took so much delight in kissing them all away.

The cast came off, and
they took the pin out of my hand, and it seems like it really is
good as new, although there is a little twinge of pain sometimes. I
don’t miss playing ball, but ever since school started in this, my
senior year – that last year of high school, the one your parents
are always so nostalgic about – I’ve found that I’ve gone from
moderately Big Man on Campus to just another nobody. Judy dumped
me, and Neal and all my other teammates don’t give me the time of
day any more. They go out of their way, as a matter of fact, to
call me fag and chickenshit and quitter and loser. So much for the understanding of my peers.

Fuck ‘em,
I thought frequently. They’re all assholes
anyway. I’d never really liked any of them – you can’t pick your
teammates – and it was okay to be by myself. I wasn’t missing
anything but getting my head kicked. How many more times did I want
to get knocked into the dirt, anyway? Like Coach said, there was
only a thin chance that I’d even make a college team, and nothing
after that. How many more drunken parties did I really need to
attend? How many more times did I have to let Judy gnaw on me like
a chew toy? Well . . . I did miss that. Being by myself was really
okay, most of the time. But I did miss that.

Now I was again sticking my nose in
where it didn’t belong, about to watch Neal whip Wiley’s ass. Like
I say, Neal was a bully, but Wiley wasn’t a little wormy guy, born
to be a victim. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Wiley was kinda
wormy – he was supposed to be some kind of electronics genius, and
if that wasn’t enough to make him bully-bait, he also had a mouth
on him, and his derision was universal. He said smart-assed things
about everyone, big, tall, and small. It didn’t matter to Wiley. He
never missed an opportunity to comment on the inadequacies and
clumsinesses of our peers, while any insults to himself he took in
stride with nothing but that constant grin. The rude shit he said
about our lovely female friends would turn fathers – and in this
case, brothers – into vengeful brutes, and make mothers blush in
shame.

But Wiley was by no means a little guy
– while maybe not as buff and ripped as Neal, who had a neck like a
bull – he was just as tall, and leaner, and muscular enough. I
imagined he’d be quite a sight quicker than Neal, if he knew how to
fight at all, which I doubted.

But like I say, I wasn’t there to save
him. I didn’t even know him. I’d just been on my way to lunch, and
had cut across there behind the gym. I’d heard Neal threaten
Wiley’s life in Government – the whole class had heard him, just
like the whole class had heard Wiley’s remark that Neal’s sister
Bev was like a shotgun – give her a cock and she was ready to blow.
Everyone had roared at that one.

“You’re gonna die, Wiley,”
Neal had growled when the laughter died down.

“Tell me something I don’t
already know, Fat Boy,” Wiley had returned with a grin.

Mr. Jackson, who was a hard-ass in his
own right, entered the classroom, and everybody turned to the front
and pretended that they cared about what he was going to say today
about the legislative, the judicial, and the executive. Neal gave
the still smiling Wiley another threatening look, then did
likewise.

So I wasn’t really looking for them,
there behind the gym. I was just minding my own business, cutting
through to go on to the cafeteria for lunch. But I wasn’t surprised
to find them there, either, and as I’m always amused by a good
fight, I paused to watch. But then my other old teammates, Ed and
Lyle, sauntered up, and now it didn’t look like it was gonna be
such a good fight, after all. It was gonna be an
assassination.

“Ah,” Wiley said when he
saw them, “I see you’ve invited your sister’s boyfriends to the
party.”

Neal looked over his shoulder at his
friends, who suddenly looked at their feet, then back at Wiley.
“What the fuck are you talking about?”

“I’ve got pictures, Neal,”
Wiley said. “I was just about to send ‘em out. From Hilda’s party
last weekend. You wanna see?”

“You weren’t at Hilda’s
party,” Lyle said, still looking guilty. “Nobody ever invites you
to anything.”

“I’ve got pictures,
nonetheless,” Wiley said.

“I’m gonna kill you,” Neal
reiterated.

“You talk too much, Neal,”
Ed said. He stepped forward and swung on Wiley. Wiley ducked the
punch, but Lyle caught him and held him, while Neal punched him
viciously in the mouth. Then Ed socked him in the gut, doubling him
over, and Lyle dropped him to the ground.

Neal cocked back his foot, aiming to
kick Wiley in the head, and I said, “Hey.” I set my backpack down
when they all looked at me. “It takes three of you tough guys to
shut up one lippy asshole? I hear your sister takes ‘em on three at
a time, Neal, but seriously? You need two of her boyfriends to help
you take care of this?” I grinned.

Neal roared in surprised outrage, and
swung on me. I dodged like Wiley had done, but his punch still hit
me squarely in the chest. I heard a crunch as he connected with my
phone, which was in my pocket, and I said, “Goddamn, Neal, now
you’re attacking defenseless cellphones?”

I swung the ol’ haymaker and it landed
on his eyebrow, and yes, ladies and gentlemen, it hurt like a
bitch, but he dropped to his knees. I just had time to shake my
hand and look at the blood and flap of skin hanging from my
knuckles, and hope to Christ I hadn’t broken again, and over what?
when Lyle shoved me. I staggered backwards, and he punched me in
the chin. But it was a weak shot, and I didn’t go down.

“I’d heard you’d gone homo
since you quit the team,” Lyle said. “Is this skinny kid your new
boyfriend?”

“This isn’t even your
fight, Lyle,” I said. I smiled, and nodded behind him. “I hear you
got yours from Bev, just like Ed did.”

“Now you’re gonna get
yours, Nate,” he told me, and took a step forward.

“I don’t think so,
Lover-boy,” I said, as Wiley deftly tripped him, and he went down,
his face landing in a fresh pile of dirt thrown up by some gopher.
Realizing he was outmatched, he stayed down.

While I’d been dealing with Neal and
Lyle, Ed had been looking on, not paying attention to Wiley,
doubled over on the ground. Wiley had taken advantage of his
inattention, had in fact jumped up and dropped Ed’s glass-jawed ass
like a bad habit, then proceeded to trip Lyle before he could hit
me again.

With all of them laid out, if only
temporarily, Wiley picked up his backpack. He clapped me on the
shoulder and said, “Thanks for saving my life, pal. What’s your
name again?” He held out his hand.

I introduced myself, and shook his
hand.

“I’m –”

“I know who you are,
Wiley,” I said. “You’re an asshole.”

“Better men than you have
said so.” He grinned, and his teeth were pink with
blood.

I picked up my own backpack, and we
walked away toward the cafeteria, without a backward glance. “You
had it coming, you know,” I told him. “Why’d you say that about
Bev?”

“It was just like Neal
said,” Wiley told me. “She turned me down. She was standing there
with Deneen and Bobbi, and I said, ‘Ladies! Was it love at first
sight, or should I walk by again?’

“‘And then you woke up,
Chumley,’ Bev said. I hadn’t expected any of them to answer me. But
hearing words come out Bev’s talented mouth, directed at me, made
me feel all froggy, so I decided to jump.”

“How do you know she’s got
a talented mouth?” I asked. Although he wasn’t a bad-looking guy,
especially for an electronics geek, I hadn’t heard of Wiley ever
having a date. Not since he’d moved here. The girls didn’t like
him. He was just too insulting.

“Ah, I’ve got pictures,”
he told me. “Courtesy of Ed back there.”

“Ed sent
you pictures?”

Wiley grinned. “Something like
that.”

I wanted to hear the rest of this
story, so I asked him, “You said Bev made you feel
froggy?”

Wiley walked around some kid coming
out of the cafeteria, who stared at the blood on his face for a
second, then quickly scuttled away. He grinned at me again. “Yeah.
So I jumped. I said, ‘You can come a little closer to me, Beverly,
my dearest, as long as you don't complain about the
heat.’

“Deneen giggled, and Bev
said, ‘I wouldn’t come closer to you if you were the last man on
earth.’

“I said, ‘Why don’t you
lie down then? I’ll tell you I love you. I hear that’s all it
takes.’ She stopped smiling then and stalked away. I said to
Deneen, ‘How am I doin’ so far?’ She blushed, and taking Bobbi by
the arm, they started off down the hall. I called after them, ‘You
girls wanna fuck, or should I apologize?’”

“Jesus, Wiley,” I said.
“Why do you talk to them like that?”

He shrugged, still grinning. “Why not?
It’s what they all want, my son, and if you don’t believe that,
I’ve got some beachfront land in Fontana for you.” Fontana is not
on the coast. “They’re not blushing innocents, Nate. They have
appetites, just like we do. You should hear the things they say
about us.”

We found a table and dug around in our
backpacks for our lunches in silence for a minute. Wiley set a
brown bag on the table, then extracted a yellow handkerchief and
held it to his bleeding mouth. I noticed that there was already
dried blood on it. I said, “Not your first fight,
Wiley?”

He looked at the handkerchief. “First
this week,” he replied. There were three almost perfectly round
places over his knuckles where the skin was missing, caused by
contact with Ed’s delicate jaw. They were already starting to scab
over.

I gingerly flexed my hand. It hurt
like a mother, but it wasn’t broken again. Wiley looked over at my
shredded knuckles, then handed the handkerchief to me. I wrapped it
around my hand, then unwrapped my sandwich, left handed, so I
wouldn’t get any blood on it. I took a bite and asked him, “What’s
your deal, anyway?”

Wiley grinned yet again, this time
around a mouthful of his own sandwich. “You know those people that
think they’re smarter than everybody else? Those people that
consider themselves worldly and wise? The ones that think they’re
above the petty intrigues of our wondrous high school life?” He
gestured at the crowded tables around us. “Better than the jocks
and tramps and dopers?” I nodded. He tossed his sandwich on the
table. There was blood on the brown bread and between the seeds in
the crust. “Well, I’m one of those guys.”

I ate the rest of my sandwich, then
asked, “But why is that, Wiley? What’s so special about you? You
haven’t got a friend to your name that I can see – you’re always by
yourself. And there’s not a girl that I know of that would go out
with you –”

“These girls!” he said and
picked up his bloody sandwich again. “They parade around here like
they’re all supermodels, like they’ve got something that we’d all
give our front seat in hell for! Like they’ve got something that
they don’t give away every weekend to guys like Neal and Lyle and
Ed for a beer or a line of coke!”

“You don’t like girls,
Wiley?” I asked.

His grin widened. “Don’t you like
girls, Nate? Is it true what Lyle said – have you gone homo since
you quit the team? Is that why you’re talking to me? Is that why
you saved my ass? Think I’ll be grateful, do you?” He wiggled his
eyebrows at me.

“I like girls, Wiley,” I
said. “I surely treat ‘em nicer than you do. And I only saved your
ass because it wasn’t gonna be a fair fight.”

“The fair comes to town
once a year, Nate,” he said, and took another bite from his
sandwich. “And don’t think I’m not grateful to you for saving my
ass. But I’m not gonna suck your dick for it.”

I shook my head. “You’re a piece of
work, you know that?”

“What a piece of work is a
man! How noble in reason! How infinite in faculty!”
Wiley paused to see if I’d get the reference, and
when I didn’t, he shook his head.

“But why did you talk shit
about Bev with Neal standing right there? Are you too dumb to know
that he’d want to fight you behind it?”

“I just told you, Nate.
I’m not dumb.”

“But why would you want to
get your ass beat over nothing?”

Wiley shrugged. “I wouldn’t have
gotten my ass beat. Neal’s big, but he’s slow. I’m in a lot better
shape than him. It would’ve been fun. I need the exercise. The
occasional fight keeps ya focused, alert, tip-top. Sometimes, ya
gotta remind the sheep who the rancher is.

“Neal was pissed, like a
big, dumb bear. You fight when you’re pissed, you lose half your
advantage, Nate. I would’ve held my own, if the odds hadn’t
suddenly changed.”

“Seriously, Wiley,” I
said. “What makes you think you’re better than the rest of
us?”

“What makes you wanna hear
my life story, Nate? You don’t even know me.”

I glanced across the cafeteria, and
noted Neal, Lyle, and Ed, standing just inside the door, just as
bloody and dusty as we were. They were talking to a few other guys
from the team, one of which turned and glowered in our direction. I
used to think these guys were my friends, but I didn’t think so any
more. They considered me a quitter, even before this fight. Now I’d
given them another excuse to hate me.

I said, “I’ve just made some fairly
bad-assed enemies on your behalf, Wiley. I’m gonna be looking over
my shoulder for the rest of the year. Let’s just say, I’d like to
know a little more about the guy I’ve gotten myself into it all
for.”

Wiley looked at me in surprise, then
followed my gaze across the cafeteria. He waved at Neal and his
crew. They didn’t wave back. Wiley said to me, “Don’t worry about
them. They lost.”

“And because they lost, I
don’t think they’ll forget about this shit all that
quickly.”

Again Wiley shrugged. “Fuck ‘em if
they can’t take a joke. But if you’re scared, I’ll watch your
back.”

“I don’t know if I want
you watching my back, Wiley. You seem like the type that’s always
getting into this kind of stupid scrape. I think you enjoy
it.”

“I do.”

“I think you’re
–”

“Mad, bad, and dangerous
to know?” He grinned in delight, and again
waited for me to get the reference. “Lord Bryon, Nate. The poet.
That’s what they said about him.”

“You’re no poet, Wiley.” I
said, still watching my fresh enemies across the room.

“You might be
surprised.”

I shook my head. “I doubt it. You’re a
son of a bitch.”

“Ah, don’t blame it on my
mother, Nate,” he said. “She’s a grand ol’ gal.”

My phone rang, and I took it out of my
pocket. The screen was starred, splintered, from where Neal’s fist
had connected with it. I tried to answer the call anyway, even
though I couldn’t tell who was calling. The touchscreen didn’t
respond. “Fuck,” I said.

“Lemme see it,” Wiley
said. I handed the worthless phone to him.

He examined it for a moment. “How
delicate these are,” he commented. “Yet how we do depend on
them.”

“You’re not supposed to
let ‘em get punched,” I said. I looked inside my shirt, and
discovered a square, iPhone-shaped bruise forming on my
chest. “Fuck!” I
said again.

“Come over to my house
after school,” Wiley said. Again he smiled, and I wondered how he
could keep doing it, as his mouth was swollen and shredded on one
side. “I’ll fix this for you. Free of charge. It’s the least I can
do. I owe you.”

“You can fix it?” I asked
in disbelief, daring to hope. The damn phone was almost brand-new,
it wasn’t insured against getting punched, and I surely didn’t have
the money for another one.

Wiley closed one eye and squinted at
me, what I’d discover passed for a wink with him. “I can fix damn
near anything, Nate. Anything electronic, that is.” The bell rang
and he rose, and he told me where he lived. “Come on by. You’ll be
amazed, I promise you.”

 


****

 


I was surprised to discover that Wiley
lived only a few blocks from me. I walked over to his house, and
seeing the beat-to-shit, ancient Prius he drove parked out front, I
knew I had the right house. I walked up the three steeps, crossed
the porch and knocked on the door.

“Entrez-vous,”
Wiley said, and I walked into a neat living room.
Just like in everybody else’s house, it was dominated by a
big-screen television. But Wiley wasn’t watching it, because it
wasn’t on. It was kinda odd to see the blank black screen, because
the TV was almost always on at my house, and everywhere else. Wiley
set a thick book down on the table next to him, and leapt up from
the recliner he was sitting in, gracefully, like a big, black cat.
I noticed he was barefoot, though it was only April. “Come with me.
I live in the garret, like Claudin.”

“Who?” I asked.

Wiley opened a door off the living
room, and started up a dark staircase.

“You’re a Philistine,
Nate, truly. Just like everybody else.”

“A what?”

“All you people have the
attention span of a housefly,” he said. “No culture. No history.
Like my dad says, they’re gonna take over
this country without firing a shot.” He
opened the door at the top of the stairs and flipped on the lights.
“Have you ever seen any black and white movies? Listened to any old
music?”

“I’m not into that ancient
shit, Wiley.”

“What about books? Have
you ever read anything? Anything at all?” I shrugged, and Wiley
sighed. “Let’s see that phone.” I took it out of my pocket and
handed it to him. He pointed to a chair and commanded, “Sit. Don’t
touch anything.”

I sat, and looked around the room. It
was painted a somewhat institutional shade of green. A fairly high
ceiling sloped up to a peak, and had a skylight in it: we were
directly under the roof. The two short walls were only about five
feet tall, and there was a wide, four-rung stepladder leaning
against one of them. The rest of the short walls were lined with
bookshelves, overflowing with books.

Against the wall with the door in it
was Wiley’s rumpled bed, and next to that was an old wooden desk.
Between them was a pile of dirty laundry. On top of the desk was an
ancient desk top computer, and a closed laptop, and a busted
tablet, and the innards and out-tards of uncountable cellphones. On
the wall opposite hung a television, about a forty-incher. Beneath
it was another desk, holding an open laptop and an intact tablet
and several green circuit boards, and the guts of more cellphones
and other electronics.

Wiley sat in a chair in front of the
desk beneath the television. He set my phone down on it, then dug
around in a drawer for a minute. Then he rolled over across the
bare wooden floor to the other desk and found a selection of small
screwdrivers. He rolled back across the room, and started working
on my phone.

“So if it’s not ‘cause you
suddenly couldn’t help yourself in the locker room, why
did you quit the team?”
He unscrewed the two screws next to the charging port, then rooted
around in a drawer again. He removed a plastic suction cup and a
little plastic chisel-looking stylus thing, like an artist might
use to sculpt clay with.

I looked at my freshly busted
knuckles. Neal’s eyebrow had neatly scraped the skin off of all
four of them. I tugged at a tiny piece of hair stuck in the scab,
and wondered if it was his or mine.

“I punched a guy at a
party last summer.”

Wiley’s own eyebrows went up in
surprise. He stuck the suction cup on the shattered front of my
phone and began working the stylus back and forth along the edge,
then gently lifted the top of the phone up. “Did he have it comin’,
like I did? Were you championing some other whore’s
honor?”

“Whores do it for money,
Wiley. Bev doesn’t even charge.” He looked up and I grinned at him.
“This guy hit his girlfriend. I don’t know what the fight was
about, but he smacked her and she fell in the pool. Then he felt
frisky like a bunny, and like you said, he jumped, and I
knocked him into
the pool. I also knocked him out and broke his jaw.” I grinned a
little in satisfaction. This story got better every time I told
it.

Wiley loosened the three screws that
held the ribbon connector that ran between the top and the bottom
of the phone.

“So they kicked you off
the team for that? For punching some asshole that really did have
it coming?” He took off a bracket, then popped the flex cables off
with the plastic stylus, released my phone’s shattered screen and
set the bottom part down on the desk.

“No, Wiley. They didn’t
kick me off the team. I quit.”

He tossed the screen into an open
drawer, then rolled the chair back across the room to the other
desk, and began searching through the various bits of electronic
junk on top of it.

He shook his head. “And why was that
again?”

I sighed. “When I punched this guy, I
broke this bone, right here.” I tapped at where it was under the
skin, just below my scabbed over knuckles. “There was an operation.
There was a pin. I was never going to be Heisman material anyway,
so the coach recommended I quit, and let my hand heal
up.”

Wiley was still moving stuff around,
looking under it and behind it. “When did you say this
happened?”

“August.”

“You broke your hand . .
.” he counted on his fingers, “. . . eight months ago? And you just
punched Neal? For me? You’re a few colors short of a rainbow,
aren’t you?”

“Fuck you, Wiley,” I told
him. “I wasn’t gonna stand there and let those three assholes kill
you, even if you did have it coming.”

“That was really nice of
you, Nate.” Wiley stopped rummaging and stared at me for the space
of probably fifteen seconds. “I haven’t noticed a lot of real
kindness in this world – people are always out to see what they can
get, it’s always seemed to me. Just like Holden Caulfield, most
people have always struck me as phonies. So when someone does
something nice for me, I’m genuinely touched. You have my sincerest
thanks.”

“You have my sincerest
welcome, Wiley, but I’m not gonna kiss you.” I grinned at him. “Why
haven’t you got my phone fixed yet?”

He went back to pawing through the
stuff on the desk. “Shit,” he said after a minute. “I don’t have a
screen for this.” I looked in horror at my phone, busted before,
but now busted and in two pieces, one across the room from the
other. I was about to object, whine that he said he could fix it,
when he held up a finger. “Hold on a second. I know a
guy.”

Wiley took his own phone out of his
pocket, pushed a button. “Bradley, my nearest and dearest! Would
you happen to have any –” and he told Bradley the model of my
iPhone. “Excellent. Say, twenty minutes? I’m gonna bring my friend
Nate with me, if that’s all right with you.” Wiley paused and
squinted at me. “No, he’s cool. I’ll vouch for him.” He hung up and
said, “He’s got one. Let’s go.”

As Wiley drove, he said, “Know any
drug dealers, do you, Nate?”

I did not, but since he was doing me a
favor, I thought I could talk to some people at school who might
know some other people, and so on, so I said, “What’re you looking
for, Wiley?”

“Ever heard of
mephedrone?” I shook my head. “How about Meow?”

I’d heard of Meow, the way you hear
about heroin: that it was deadly, the very Devil. They warned us
about it in Health class – it was supposed to be some kind of
hideous, horrible compound that turned you into a raving,
homicidal, delusional, sometimes cannibalistic psychopath, if you
didn’t die from a heart attack first. Like all warnings from Health
class, I considered the descriptions to be overblown. Why would
anyone risk all these side effects, just for some kind of temporary
high? But then I wasn’t a druggie; or even much of a drinker, past
the occasional beer at a party.

“You do Meow, Wiley?” I
asked in surprise.

“Me?” He mirrored my
surprise. “Not me, Nate. I’m a drug virgin. I’ve never even smoked
pot. I don’t want to dull my senses in any way.”

I shrugged. “They say that Meow
enhances your senses.”

“That’s what they say
about all that shit, and the first time’s always free. Have you
done it?”

I shook my head. “I’ve smoked a little
pot, once upon a time. There was this girl –”

“There always
is.”

“And I got high with her a
few times. But that’s about it.” I looked at him curiously. “If
you’re not looking for it, then why do you ask if I know any
dealers?”

“My good friend Bradley
deals Meow. He’s also dabbles in stolen goods.” Wiley grinned at my
no doubt shocked expression. “I met Bradley at Radio Shack, of all innocuous
places, not long after we moved back here. You know the recliner in
the living room?” I nodded. “My dad closed it on the charger to his
brand new tablet. Shredded the insulation on the cord all to shit.
I would’ve just put some tape on it, but Dad’s not the type to go
around with a taped-up anything, so he asked me to stop by
the Shack and
pick him up a new charger.

“I saw Bradley in there,
looking as out of place in an electronics store as a redheaded
stepchild at a family reunion. You’ll see what I mean when you meet
him. He was looking at security cameras, and asking the salesman
dumb questions. I listened to the guy’s line, which was going right
over Bradley’s head. When he stepped into the back to retrieve some
overpriced piece of shit, I said to Bradley, ‘This guy’s cheating
you.’

“Bradley turned around and
frowned menacingly at me. I am sincerely a
bad-ass, his look said. He asked me, ‘Do I
know you?’

“What did I care if he was
a bad-ass? What was he going to do, cut me in the
Radio Shack? I said,
‘No, but you don’t know him either, and you’re gonna give him too
much money for not much surveillance. And he’s gonna need your name
and your address to sell it to you, and he’s gonna keep a record of
what it is you paid too much for, on that fine little
inventory-keeping cash register there. You obviously have something
you want to protect – do you really want every minimum-wage
geekball that works here knowing all your business?’

“‘You don’t know anything
about my business,’ he said.

“‘True. Nor do I care. But
I know a little bit about surveillance systems –’ I really didn’t,
Nate. Not more than I’d read, but electronics is electronics, and
anything I didn’t know, I could figure out. ‘And I work cheap,’ I
told him.

“‘I don’t even know you,
kid,’ he said, ‘and I know you don’t know me. And I’m suspicious as
fuck of kindly strangers just walking up and offering to help me
out. How do I know you won’t rob me?’

“I told him that he didn’t
know that I wouldn’t rob him, but I knew for sure that the
Radio Shack guy was
robbing him. ‘I don’t care what you’re trying to protect,’ I said.
‘I don’t even have to see it. But I know I can set you up better
than this guy, and cheaper, and I’m not going to put your name and
address into a database that has no security of its own.’ I nodded
at the cash register.

“‘Why do you think I’d
trust you?’ he said.

“‘Why’re you gonna trust
him?’

“‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Let’s
step outside and talk about it.’

“I bought Dad’s new
charger and went outside with Bradley. He asked me a million
questions – how old I was, where I went to school, where I lived,
how I knew about surveillance and security, like it was some kind
of fucking job application. He must’ve liked what I said, because
he brought me to his house, and I set him up with a cool system. We
paid for it all in cash. No one steps foot on Bradley’s property
without him knowing about it; no room in his house is too private
for his watchful eye.”

Wiley had taken us to Arlanza, to some
nameless backstreet. I looked at the house: the place was in need
of a paint job – it might’ve been blue once, but the color had
faded to an oxidized white. The grass in the front yard was dead.
There were bars on the windows.

“If your security is so
good, why does he need bars?”

“Look around you, Nate.
But I recommend you don’t make eye contact with anybody sitting on
their porch. This isn’t the best neighborhood. The bars came with
the place. And some people – law enforcement, perhaps – might
insist on coming in someday, anyway. The bars are to allow Bradley
time to be prepared in case of such an event. He also has a big
dog, should the power fail, or if it should be cut by that same law
enforcement.” He got out of the car. “Bradley is not a very
trusting person,” he said to me over its roof. “I vouched for you,
but . . . My advice is to not speak unless spoken to, and don’t
touch anything.”

I wondered just what I was getting
myself into, but I really needed to get my phone fixed, so I
followed him up the cracked concrete walk to the Meow dealer’s
house. Wiley didn’t knock, and there was no bell. There was a
plastic garden gnome, molded in a sitting position, perched on the
corner of the top of the door frame, and Wiley looked up at it, and
snapped his fingers in front of its nose.

A moment later, a girl about our age
opened the front door, then unlocked the security door. She smiled
shyly at Wiley, and said hello. Then, with girlish concern, she
said, “What happened to your mouth?”

“My mama slapped me,” he
said, then looked at me. “This is Kendra, Nate. She’s very
religious. She thinks I’m the answer to her prayers.” Kendra’s
smile faltered. “Where’s Bradley?”

“He’s in the
backyard.”

“Thanks.”

I followed Wiley across a stained
carpet to a sliding glass door on the other side of the room. He
opened the door, and a guy in his early thirties, sitting at a
picnic table, looked at us. He was wearing a tank top, and his
beefy arms were closely covered from knuckles to shoulders in
tattoos. Apparently the brisk April afternoon didn’t bother him, as
he was barefoot, like Wiley had been earlier. Wiley was wearing
flip flops now, like it was August. He took them off to
drive.

Bradley threw a ball to a lean brown
Doberman, who bounded off to fetch it like a puppy, then gleefully
returned it.

“Hey, Wiley,” he
said.

“Hey, Bradley. This is my
friend, Nate.”

Bradley considered me, unsmiling, for
a moment, then said, “Hey, Nate.”

“Nice to meet you,
Bradley,” I said.

“That remains to be seen.”
He threw the ball for the Dobie again, then sighed. “You remember
Casey, Wiley?”

He looked over his shoulder, and we
saw a thin, long-haired guy of about twenty-five, talking rapidly
on his phone, pacing back and forth on the other side of the
concrete slab.

“You’re a bitch, then!” he
said and disconnected his call. “She won’t give me any more money,”
he told Bradley.

“That’s the saddest story
I’ve heard all day, Case.” The dealer patted the dog on its long,
thin, ferocious-looking head, and threw the ball again. “I’m afraid
we can’t do business, then. I told you last time. No more
credit.”

Casey looked at us for a second. I
noticed he was grinding his teeth. He was pale and sweated, even
though it couldn’t have been more than seventy degrees. He looked
back at Bradley. “You know I’m good for it. Rachel gets her check
next week.”

“You’re already into me
for Rachel’s check,” Bradley said. “Come back when you have cash
American, Casey. This ain’t the Midnight Mission.”

“I can’t, Bradley,” he
whined. He looked down at his phone, and as if seeing it for the
first time, he said, “Here. Take it. It’s gotta be worth a couple
hundred bucks to you.”

“What d’ya think I am, a
fucking pawnbroker?”

“Come on,
Bradley!”

Bradley looked at Wiley, and he said,
“Lemme see it.” Casey tossed the phone to him and Wiley looked it
over, pushed a few buttons. He nodded at the tatted-up drug
dealer.

“I’m not a fucking
pawnbroker, Casey, so don’t come back here asking for it. It’s
gone.” Bradley stood up. “This is the last time. Next time you show
up without any money, I’m gonna sic the dog on you. I’ll be right
back, Wiley.” He entered the house, and Casey eagerly followed
him.

“Fuck, Wiley!”
I said, unable to believe what I’d just
witnessed. The dog tilted his head curiously at me.

“Commerce and industry,
Nate.” Wiley was scrolling through Casey’s phone and didn’t look
up. “Wow. Rachel’s a busy girl.”

“I don’t know if I want a
stolen cellphone, for Christ’s sake, Wiley.”

“There’s no such thing as
a stolen cellphone, my son. There’s purchased cellphones and traded
cellphones, lost ones and borrowed ones and gifted ones. But if you
know how to disable the . . . Well, after that, their just
components. We just need the screen.” He continued to scroll.
“Damn,” he said.

Bradley reappeared. “Fucking junkies,”
he said and grinned at Wiley.

Wiley grinned back. “This’ll work out
perfectly. Have you seen the pictures of –”

“Yeah,” Bradley said, “and
I don’t wanna see ’em again. Casey said something about her once,
something about a trade . . .” He shook his head, shuddered.
“Yikes. Fucking junkies.” He nodded at the phone, which still
captivated Wiley. “I had a different one for you, but if that
one’ll work, take it.” The Dobie wagged its stubby tail and dropped
the tennis ball at Bradley’s feet. He picked it up and threw
it.

“How much do I owe
ya?”

Bradley shrugged. “Twenty
bucks?”

“Pay the man,
Nate.”

I found two tens in my wallet and
handed them to Bradley. “You don’t say much, do ya?” he said to
me.

“He’s never seen the
economics of drug addiction before,” Wiley said, still not looking
up. “Wow, what is that thing?”

“I told you, Wiley, I
don’t wanna see it,” Bradley said and grinned at him
again.

Wiley gestured at the roofline with
the iPhone. “Everything working okay?”

“Everything’s great.”
Bradley looked at me again. “I don’t mean to run you guys outta
here, but I got some people coming over.”

Wiley immediately handed the phone to
me. “All right. Call me if you need anything.”

“And you call me.” Bradley
stood, and to my surprise, he hugged Wiley, and Wiley hugged him
back. I wouldn’t have pegged Bradley as the
demonstrative-to-other-men type. Wiley either, for that
matter.

The Meow dealer silently walked us to
the front door. Kendra called goodbye to Wiley from the couch, and
Bradley looked curiously over his shoulder at her, perhaps a little
annoyed. Wiley ignored her.

 


****

 


We drove in silence for a while, then
he looked over at me and said, “What?”

I shook my head. “I’m gonna have to
re-evaluate you, Wiley. I didn’t know you hung out with people like
that. I didn’t know you were a –”

“A criminal?” He offered
me a toothy grin. “I’m not a criminal, Nate. And I most assuredly
don’t hang out with Bradley. Anyone you know that calls himself a dangerous
man probably isn’t. Bradley would never say that about himself. But
some of the shit I saw go down there, while I was putting his
cameras in . . . We just do business sometimes. I get rid of any
handheld stuff he can’t use, that he takes in trade when he’s
feeling generous, and I fix anything that goes wrong with the
security system I installed for him.”

“What does he do for you?”
I asked, thinking of young Kendra.

Wiley seemed to follow my
train of thought and looked over at me in amused disgust. “Bradley
saved my ass one time, Nate. From an entirely worse fate that you
did today. It’s because of Bradley that I’m not a criminal. He set me on the
straight and narrow, you might say.”

“Did he. This I’ve got to
hear.”

“Like I said, I met
Bradley not long after we moved back
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