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CHAPTER ONE
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“Hey!  Waiter!  Get your fat behind over here!  Chop, chop!  Now maybe you don’t listen very well.  Maybe I don’t express myself as well as I should.  Maybe it’s a little of both.  Do you remember taking my order?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And what did I order?”

“You ordered the New York Steak, sir.  Medium rare.”

“Does this look medium rare to you?” 

“Yes, sir.”

The slick and bejeweled center of attention at Comfort Zone, a swanky bar and restaurant in Manhattan, hammered the table with his Rolex-ed fist. 

“Then you need to get your eyes checked.  My plate looks like the floor of an operating room.  And why is that, pray tell?  Quiet.  It’s because this steak is rare enough to tip over.  Take it back to the kitchen and tell Chef Boyardee to make me another one.”

“Yes, sir.”

I was sitting at the bar, paying no heed to the scene behind me.

(Lie.)

“Another Male Ale?”

“Please.”

“Vodka chaser?”

“See above.”

“That guy you’re trying to ignore is here with his son and his son’s girlfriend every Friday night.  His name’s Fenton Vaughn.  He owns a bunch of gas stations.  I can’t imagine growing up with a father like that.  Did you shoot anyone today?”

“Yeah.  My client’s husband.  With my Instamatic.”

“Poor gal.”

“Rich me.  Until tomorrow morning.”

Vaughn was drooling over a young, blonde woman who was elegantly dressed, while a younger version of Vaughn was twitching and squirming in his seat

“Gadzooks, Kate!  You’re more stacked than a barn full of hay.”

Curtly, she replied, “Thank you, Mr. Vaughn.”

“For the umpteenth time, it’s Fenton.  Tell me something.  Does my son still wet the bed?”
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A few minutes later, the waiter returned to Vaughn’s table with another steak platter.

He set it in front of Vaughn.

“Wait.  Turd.  Just kidding.”

He picked up a knife and fork, cut the meat, popped a piece into his mouth, spat it out, stood, picked up the steak and rubbed it in the poor waiter’s face.

Gasps.  

“How’s it taste?  Like rubber, right?  From rare to well done.  Do you know who I am?”

I wiped my mouth, slid off my stool, winked at the cute bartender, walked towards him and introduced his balls to his chin.

“Yeah.  You’re the reason men like me exist.  Thank you, Mom.”
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“If Mom finds out that we’re here, she’ll kill us.”

“You mean, she’ll kill you.  You were an accident.”

“I might accidentally knock your head in.”

“You and what army?”

“I don’t need an army, Cream Puff.”

“Mom says it’s just baby fat.  Nobody’s perfect.”

“Oh, but you are, Sheldon.  You’re a perfect zero of a loser.”

“I’m good at drawing.”

“You’re good at drawing flies.  Like a pile of dog shit.”

Their names were Shane and Sheldon Sheen—shose shouldn’t be too shard to shremember.

Shane was slim, freckled and clad in a New York Jets jersey.

Sheldon—to put it delicately—was big-boned.

His Six Million Dollar Man t-shirt was hugged his pudgy frame like Saran Wrap.

He wore black-framed, prescription glasses.

The lenses distorted his eyes, and his black hair was peppered with dandruff flakes.

Alas!

The heartbreak of psoriasis.

Poor kid.

I opened my desk drawer, espied my package of Blue Buzzards and slammed it shut, startling the boys.

I apologized.

Smokes could wait.

I prefer not to contribute to the delinquency of two minors.

“Oh, I’ll have to call her, right after you leave.”

In unison, they froze in my client chairs—as if on cue.

I laughed and said, “Relax, guys.  What is it that you want me to help you with?  Your homework?”

Shane said, “Our brother, Shawn, was murdered.”

“I’m very sorry.”

Sheldon broke into tears and Shane put his arm around him.

I started to hand him some tissue, but he blew his nose into his New York Jets scarf.

Shane said, “Gross.  He doesn’t that sometimes.  We go to Kennedy High in Queens.  There’s a gang of seniors there.  They call themselves the Braun Brothers Corporation.  Or the BBC.”

I laughed again, and they looked at me like I was nuts.
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“There’s five of them:  Al, Eddie, Joe, Pete and Curt.  They wear leather jackets, and they smoke wherever they want, and they drink beer in the boy’s room, and they beat on a lot of the other kids, and they take their lunch money.  Sheldon opened his locker one day, just as Principal Rule was walking by, and it was wallpapered with Playboy centerfolds.  Sheldon got a week’s detention.  He’s a loser, God knows, but he’s good and he got punished for something a bad kid did.”

I willfully ignored the Blue Buzzards in my desk and said, “Life’s like that sometimes.  Go on.”

“Well, Shawn was really into martial arts, you know?  He was the world’s biggest Bruce Lee fan.  He even had a black belt in Shotokan karate.  He’s the only one who ever stood up to the Brauns.  Well, he thought it might be a good idea if we started our own gang, a good gang, and he came up with a name:  The Sheen Titans.  You know, like the Teen Titans.  Do you like comic books?”

“Sure.”

“So Mom made us a whole bunch of t-shirts and we wore them to school every day.  I’m okay at fighting and Sheldon here can take a punch, but Shawn was wicked cool.  He was the leader, and we were like his sidekicks, you know?  And then last October, I’ll never forget it, it was the night of the Halloween Costume party and Shawn was dressed as Robin.  While he was taking a whizz in the can, somebody brained him with a beer bottle.  One of the Brauns, no doubt.  Shawn bled to death.  The killer left the bottle on the floor.  The cops told us it was clean of fingerprints.  We don’t wear those t-shirts anymore.  We buried all of them with Shawn.”
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Friday afternoon

12:45.

I parked my sweet ride across the street from Kennedy High School.

I alit, jaywalked and dodged a speeding pick-up truck.

“Watch where you’re going, Mr. Magoo!”

I espied five teenaged boys.  

They were smoking and they wore black, leather jackets.

I recognized one of them.

Well, now.

What a difference company makes.

The son of Fenton Vaughn from the other night was Clark Kent compared with this version:

Super-Bully.

“The Brauns” was emblazoned, in fiery letters, on the backs of the jackets.

Vaughn?

Braun?

Leprechaun?

Their attention was focused on two boys of around thirteen.

They were overfed, bespectacled and terrified.

“Hey, Eddie!  I think Dilweed here just laid an egg!  A chocolate Easter egg!”

“My name’s Dilbert.”

Eddie put his free hand on his chest and pushed him down.

His friend tried to help him up.

He was rewarded with a kidney punch from one of the other Brauns.

“How do you like that, Costigan?  We’re just getting warmed up!  You should be wearing a bra!  You’ve got bigger boobs than Dolly Parton!”

Some of the other kids congregated around the scene; they were laughing and cheering.

From Archie to Lord of the Flies in a heartbeat.

The kidney puncher grabbed Costigan’s hair and pulled.

The poor lad cried out for his Mother.

Sorry, kid.

You’ll have to settle for me.

I leapt into the fray.

“That’s enough!”

Kidney Kid flipped me the bird and said, “You can’t








d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





