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[image: Rectangle Rectangle]
Blood Brothers
 
 
Mick and I jumped into the pool to cool off. We were hot, having just cut the twenty-foot oleanders that framed his family's backyard to eight feet, about a foot higher than the dull gray cinderblock walls that cemented boundaries between families. 
	They called them privacy walls in Las Vegas, making the backyard barbecue subculture of this desert suburbia feel all the more exclusive. It took more effort to be a nosy neighbor than it had at my childhood home in the Midwest, where kids ran barefoot across open backyards with toy machine guns and water pistols.
	Nobody did anything like that in the desert. Unless you owned a pool, people hid away from the heat inside with central air or outside under big trees that were as foreign to the area as the people who called it home. We had one of those big trees in our unusable backyard, which is why I considered myself lucky to have Mick as a best friend. His family owned a pool.
	Helping cut down oleanders was a small price to pay for having what amounted to a second home. Sure, the work was hard but bearable. It had taken us the better part of the morning, attacking the bushes with machetes and trying to make the job go faster by pretending to be the living incarnations of our Dungeons & Dragons characters. We imagined hacking away a path through the Amedio Jungle on an adventure.
	Like our characters, Mick did most of the muscle work, while my approach was more akin to a ranger or woodsman. It suited us. We had custom modeled his character after an overman out of a Lawrence Watt-Evans novel because he was a big kid, already standing six foot three at the end of ninth grade. I was a year behind and not exactly short, about five ten, but my frame was growing faster than I could fill it. So he hacked, and I trimmed. 
	Looking up at it out of the pool confirmed we had done a good job. We deserved to take the rest of the day off. We might have too, had the two brothers who lived in the cul-de-sac behind our houses not taken the shortened privacy wall as an invitation. They hopped right up on the bricks and looked down at the tangle of branches, leaves, and pink and white flowers that we would clean up tomorrow. 
	"Man, you’re both nuts." Travis whistled, surveying our work. "You should have used a hedge trimmer." 
	"Didn't have one." Mick shrugged from the water. 
	"Yeah, who does?" Travis laughed.
	"What's your point?" Mick said, putting his arms up around the side of the pool. 
	Travis was the more annoying of the two brothers. They were another year behind me and already had a reputation as being punks. My younger sister was friends with a girl who lived next door to them, and I always told her to steer clear. We mostly did the same, except when it came to business. 
	"Hey, Mick," Trevor said, swinging his legs over the back wall and perching himself between two of the haggard oleanders. "Give us a dime?"
	"No way, unless you got cash," Mick said, grabbing a towel off the yellow and green plastic tubing of the lawn chair. "Your credit isn't good with me anymore."
	"You're kidding me, right?" he said. "I'm not good for a dime?"
	"You already owe me twenty, and I was coming over to collect today." 
	"So, what's stopping you?" Travis said, crossing his arms.
	"I'm waiting for Alex. He’s the one floating you." 
	They didn't like hearing it. And truth be told, I didn't like hearing it much either. Alex was the most troubled kid I had ever met, but Mick added him to our group anyway. Alex always had a sour milk sort of look about him and a permanent smirk that suggested he knew an inside joke about you. Some people thought it was because he felt superior. I knew better. 
	His gray-tinted aviators and long-sleeved concert T-shirts hid the marks his mom's boyfriends made on a regular basis. Somewhere along the way, long before we knew him, he stopped caring about anything — black eyes, cigarette burns, schoolwork, life. You might even feel sorry for him if he wasn't such a jerk.
	"Yeah, you'll get your money tomorrow," Trevor said. "Thanks for nothing."
	Trevor flung his legs around his side of the wall, ready to follow his brother until Mick stopped him. 
	"Hold on," Mick said. "I can give you a pinner. It's all I got." 
	"Yeah, what is it?" Trevor asked. 
	"Skunk," Mick said, climbing out of the pool before registering Trevor's disappointment. "I was saving it for later."
	"All right." Trevor smiled and shrugged. "Beggars can't be choosers."
	Mick walked over to a side table where he had left his Velcro wallet. Tucked inside was a skinny joint. Had we smoked it, Mick would have crushed it into a pipe.
	"It's cool," Mick said. "Alex's filling the store today anyway. Tell your friends." 
	"I'll do that," he said, reaching down to take the joint before jumping down. 
	I shook my head. Their friends were degenerates. 
	"Why'd you do that?" I asked. 
	"It's good for business," Mick said.  
	"As long as you deal with them," I said. "I don't like dealing with them. Besides, now we'll have to listen to Alex gripe all afternoon about the money they owe us."
	Mick gave me a funny look. He was always pulling stunts like this without thinking it through. He wanted to be a nice guy in a bad business. I didn't have any delusions about it. We were running a modest criminal operation out of his house, which wouldn't have been such a big deal if his dad wasn't a cop.
	"I'll handle Alex," he said. "He's more my friend anyway."
	He was right about that. When Mick struggled to keep his place on the high school basketball team, one of his teammates slipped him some speed. It gave his game a lift, but not a passion for the sport. He decided to quit but not before getting the name of the dude who supplied it. It was Alex. 
	The first time he came over, I didn't know he was a pusher. He sat down at the dining room table with us, filling our friend Brett's chair to play Dungeons & Dragons. Brett had moved away to West Virginia at the start of summer, leaving us in a lurch for a third player.
	Alex gave the game about twenty minutes before declaring it dumb, and then we spent the rest of the night siphoning more booze out of the liquor cabinet. Mick and me weren't novices. The first time we raided this liquid treasure chest, we split a bottle of Triple Sec with Brett. We drank it all, microwaved a dozen monster chocolate chip cookies, had our characters sack the Steading of the Hill Giant Chief, and then retched most of it up before the night was over.
	When Alex spent the night, everything took on a much more sinister tone. We turned down the lights, turned up Ozzy Osbourne's Blizzard of Oz album, and listened to Alex tout the merits of Anton LaVey, founder of the Church of Satan in California. None of it, Alex stressed, should be confused with a meandering game for nerds like I played. After a few more drinks, who could argue? While Mick and I would still play on our own from time to time, the game became a smokescreen for a real-life adventure, no characters needed.
	"Hey, Brady," Mick said, extending his hand to help pull me out of the pool. "He's here."
	"Cool," I said, feeling vulnerable in swim trunks as Alex rounded the side of the house dressed in a trucker's hat, Iron Maiden concert shirt, and bell bottoms. 
	"Hey, man," he said to Mick, giving him a high five and a laugh. "What's the skinny tonight?"
	"The man's working graveyard, so we're down," Mick said. "You got the stuff?"
	Alex smiled, showing off his retainer and the pockets of tiny bubbles that would sometimes build up on the corners of his mouth. He pulled a black canvas fanny pack around to his front and unzipped it, yanking the flap forward to show us the merch. Most of the pouch was packed with weed, but I could see a cigarette box, a few smaller bags of rainbow-colored content, and another with the all-too-recognizable white of cocaine.
	I started to say he had a haul, but Alex made a face and held a finger to his lips. He was hushing me, and it wasn't in jest. It was a warning. I shook my head and turned away to towel off and grab a shirt. Mick was already dry. It didn't take long in the heat. 
	"Did Trevor and Travis pay up?" Alex ignored me. 
	"Nah, I gave them till tomorrow," Mick said. 
	"That won't do," Alex said, taking the pack off and stuffing it under Mick's towel. "This isn't all a party pack, so we'll need some beer or something." 
	"Right," Mick said, putting on his shirt. "I don't think they have it, but sure, we can walk over."
	"No, but their mom will have it," Alex said. "She always has a stash of money somewhere around the house. How do you think they pay for anything?"
	"Good point," Mick said. "They just smoked some too. Shouldn't be a problem."
	"So let's go," I said. 
	"Not you," Alex said, pushing the towel at me. "You can watch the store."
	"What?" I said. "Why not?"
	"You're not needed," Alex said. "And I'm not carrying all over the neighborhood." 
	"Then I'm going home," I countered. 
	"Brady," Mick tried to appease me, always the peacemaker. 
	"What?" I said, pushing the towel toward him. "I'm not going to babysit his girly purse."
	I was looking at Mick when I said it. That's why I never saw Alex's fist bending around my peripheral vision until he hit me square in the sternum. It was like a small cherry bomb had exploded in my chest, and I couldn't breathe, my lungs forgetting how to draw in air. Alex didn't stop there.
	His other hand followed around and grabbed my Adam's apple, guiding me straight to the ground, and he cocked his punching hand behind him to give me another blow. It didn't come because I never had a chance. All I could do is lie there with his weight on my chest and croak out that I couldn't breathe. I said it three times before he released me. 
	"I'm tired of your smart mouth," Alex said. "You said you wanted in, and you're in, but this isn't a democracy. Do as you're told.”
	It would be a few minutes before I could talk, so I didn't try. I held up a hand in surrender and watched them leave. Mick had left the towel-wrapped pack on one of the lawn chairs. What stood out was that I was lying on my back in my best friend's yard, and he wasn't offering me a hand up as he did from the pool. He looked at me with a strange expression, somewhere between disappointment and pity.
	We had been friends a long time. Mick was already living here when my family moved in next door. We would have become friends sooner, but Las Vegas had this weird rule about busing middle-class kids to poor neighborhoods for sixth grade. It somehow made up for poor kids being bused to middle-class neighborhoods for eleven years. With Mick in seventh grade and me in sixth, we had different schedules back then. 
	We met when his parents had invited mine over for a get-to-know-you barbecue at the start of summer after that first year. It was important for them to get to know us because Mick’s parents both worked the graveyard shift. If either of their kids ever needed help, they needed to know they could count on my parents. I would have laughed at that had they asked me, but they didn't. 
	Mick and I hit it off, and the first set of friends that I had made on bus rides to what we called the Beirut Sixth Grade Center fell by the wayside. Who needed them? My best friend lived next door.
	We had been best friends for closing in on three years, and it never occurred to me that this might change. But something had changed. Maybe Alex wasn't a third wheel as much as I was anymore. Or maybe that's the way Alex wanted me to feel by leaving me out on the collection visit. It was hard to know.
	I eventually got up off the lawn and made myself comfortable in the chair, clutching the pack on my lap. For a while, all I did was sit there and look at the walls that framed Mick’s backyard. That's what it was all about in Las Vegas. You were on the inside or the outside, and I was always on the inside with a gram of confidence and an ounce of doubt.
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Born Wild
 
 
You could always find a party on the west end of town, but Mick's house was the best. We had cultivated the sweet spot between those boring stand-around jock keggers and the rowdier hardcore crowds that bought from Alex but didn't hang with us.
	Everybody knew to keep it cool because we had a good thing going. Both of Mick's parents worked twelve-hour graveyard shifts. They ate early dinners, packed up his sister to spend the night with grandparents, and didn't come home until sometime between six and eight in the morning. So the house was ours as long as we kept things low key.
	If the neighbors ever called the cops, his dad would be the first officer dispatched. He was a bear of a man, barrel-chested and towering over everyone and everything at six foot eight. And while he came across as an oversized teddy bear, there wasn't anybody who wanted to test his jovial, good-natured disposition. He worked vice before returning to the dusty tan, green, and gold worn by the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department. 
	There was no question he was formidable, subtly proving it by playing the part of a Nordic jokester. One of his favorite pranks was demonstrating any number of passive restraints he learned as a police officer — anything and everything from twisting a wrist to tucking Kubotan between his thumb and your earlobe. 
	"Hey, Brady? Do you want to see a neat trick?" His eyes lit up with excitement. 
	"I don't know," I would say. "On Mick or me?"
	That made him laugh. He thought my answer was pretty clever. So he called his son over instead. Mick feigned protest but ultimately gave in just like I did when it was my turn. The pain was hot and instantaneous — the kind that makes you laugh to mask the fiery intensity of it. Then it dissipates as quick as it came on, never injuring anything except our pride.
	He played it off like a parlor trick, and we knew it would feel very different in a live-fire event. That was the main reason we always came around for more. He wasn't a sadist, and we weren't masochists. He was teaching. We were learning. If someone messed with us, we became better equipped with his bag of tricks. 
	Mick’s mother was a spirited Irish woman. She wasn't tall like his dad but still stood out in the crowd as a loud, stout ginger. She worked as an emergency room nurse, taking the graveyard shift so they could sync their lives together and preserve what seemed to be a stable marriage. 
	She always used to joke that she would be the second person we would see if we got into trouble. Big Al would be the first. She would be the second, right after we woke up in a hospital bed. 
	If that wasn't incentive enough, my parents were right next door with only a cinderblock wall and partition of oleanders dividing the two houses. My folks were the reason for all the house party rules. No more than two people in the backyard at any one time. Nothing louder than a three on the stereo dial. No group activities outside designated areas. 
	With a dozen or so people congregating there every weekend and some weeknights in the summer, friends and acquaintances would assemble for drinking games in the dining room, self-medication in the kitchen, and chilling in the family room where the television, stereo, and dart board resided. 
	The living room shielded us from the front of the house. The backyard isolated us from behind. Partygoers always parked on the backside of our horseshoe-shaped street. From the outside, Mick's home looked as sleepy as the retiree's house across from it. As long as my mother kept her nose in a book and my stepfather was set up with a whiskey sour, we were confident no one would come knocking. Until somebody did.
	Nobody knew what to do except Alex. He calmly started cleaning the kitchen counter, sweeping the pot pile into one bag and lines of cocaine into another. 
	As the knocking persisted, the group in the dining room caught on. Empty beer bottles clinked as they swept them into trash bags. Partials were tucked under the table. Someone flew upstairs to hide. It was Mick of all people. 
	"Who's going to get the door now?" Tom asked. 
	Tom was the oldest person in the house and had the most to lose. He was eighteen years old, one year older than his girlfriend, Denise. She lived in the inverted corner house across the street. Denise still had another year of school while Tom graduated a few months ago.
	Tom always looked so confident under a mane of mousy brown hair that landed at his shoulders. But with his usual bravado shaken, his mustachioed smile was replaced by a frown. 
 	"What if it's the cops?" Will asked.
	Will lived next door to Mick and opposite Denise in the corner house. He was also a high school senior who hustled most nights at Farm Basket to pay for car parts. He was always the last to get a joke, but we kept him around because his dad owned a gun store. 
	"It's not the cops," Alex said. "If it was the cops, it would be Mick's dad."
	"Well, where is Mick?" Tom asked.
	I shrugged. 
	"Get the door, Brady," Alex said. 
	"Me?"
	"You practically live here.” 
	I took a deep breath. I was the youngest in the house, except for Denise's younger brother, Donny. He was passed out on the couch in the family room.
	"Get the door," he said again. 
	"Chill out," I said, feeling some of the buzz I picked up playing quarters slip away. "I need a minute."
	There are right ways and wrong ways to open a front door. When you're not expecting any trouble, one right way is to open it about four or five inches with your body blocking as much of the opening as possible. 
	"Hello?"
	I had never seen this guy before. He was a stocky Black man with a caramel complexion and a large Afro. One golden earring dangled from his left ear. He looked at me and gave me a knowing smile. 
	"Are you all having a party?" 
	I had to think about what to say. Lying came easy enough but not when the evidence was a few inches away.
	"Ah, just a couple friends hanging out," I said. "Were we too loud or something?"
	He smiled, squinting his eyes and asking me to let him in on the joke. We both knew I was drunk and high. Not much, but enough. I wanted to slam the door in his face. 
	"Is this your house?" he asked before adding his own assessment. "It's not your house, is it?" 
	"Yeah, sure it is," I said. 
	"Look, it's cool. I don't really care what you all are doing. I was a kid once, too," he said. "I just want to know if Jamie is here. I'm his dad." 
	"I dunno," I said. "Let me check."
	I shut the door. I didn't know what else to do. We were busted. 
	"Where's the new kid?" I said. "What's his name? Jamie." 
	Everyone in the dining room looked at me like we were playing red light, green light, and I had just called out "red light." They were frozen in place, too busy wondering if it was too late to sneak out the back to be of any help. A couple of them looked to their right and left as if the one Black kid at the party was somehow standing right next to them but avoiding detection.
	"Man, it's his dad.” I pleaded. “We've got to find him."
	"You shouldn't have opened the door," said Trish One, coming out of the family room with glassy, bloodshot eyes. "Never open the door."
	We called her Trish One because there were two Trishes. She was the harder looking of the two, passing as a sister to Keith Richards if he had one. She always looked elegantly wasted, with disheveled long dark hair, framing sunken cheeks, and sleepy eyes — tired with big circles and too much mascara. She was laughing at me.
	"He knew someone was home," I told her and then called out to Tom from the back of the dining room pack. "Can you get her out of here?"
	"Brady," she laughed, drawing out my name before kissing a long slender finger and holding it out to me. "You're such a cutie."
	She didn't mean it. She only showed interest in me when I was holding the last joint, but that was about it.
	"What do you want me to do with her?" Tom wanted a pass, using his girlfriend as a shield. 
	"I dunno. Take her back to the family room or something. Anywhere, just not here," I said. "The rest of you can help me find this Jamie kid."
	There were six rooms downstairs, and he wasn't in any of them. Mick's parents always locked their room, so that left three upstairs. Two were empty, and the one person in Mick's room was Mick. 
	"Who's at the door?" Mick asked. 
	"That Jamie kid’s dad," I said. "Did you see him?"
	As soon as I said it, I could see him shrug off some of the paranoia that hit him before he flew up the stairs. I don't know what Alex had given him, but it wasn't any of the same things the rest of us hit, except Trish One. Alex was always trying to loosen her up.  
	"No," he said. "So, his dad. Do you think everything's cool?" 
	"I don't know, Mick," I sighed. "It is unless he tells your parents. Do you want to help look?"
	"Okay," he said. "You go first."
	It always bugged me how Mick acted when he was stoned. He was a fun drunk and not so fun stoned, swinging from acting like everything was funny to acting like everything was threatening. Most people don't expect a kid as big as Mick to be afraid of anything, but he always was after a few bowls. I almost told him to hit a line of blow just to get his nerve back. 
	By the time we went downstairs again, most of the party had shuffled away from the front door and dining room. They were all standing around in the family room and kitchen. Two dozen high school kids were standing around, and none of them were looking anymore. 
	"The guy was knocking again," said Alex. "You got to get rid of him, Mick."
	Mick knew what he meant. Being caught with a few beers or baggies wouldn't ruffle many feathers, but the package Alex had brought was something else altogether. 
	"I'll do it," I said. "He's already seen me."
	Mick came along anyway, for better or worse. I slowly opened the door. Jamie's dad was still standing there, somewhere between bemused and losing patience.
	"Um, we can't find him," I said. "Maybe he went home."
	"Look, is he messed up? It's okay if he's messed up," he said. "I'll take him home."
	"No, he's not here," said Mick, standing taller to show off his size. "He must have left." 
	"Well, he didn't come home, so maybe I can take a look," he said. "Do you mind?"
	"Sure," Mick said, opening the door. "We've got nothing to hide.”
	We had everything to hide. Jamie's dad stepped inside. 
	They looked nothing alike. Jamie was almost as tall as me and lean, with dark skin and short-cropped hair. He almost came across as serious. His dad was the opposite. He was a player, with a Kings Road disco shirt unbuttoned below the break of his chest, showing off a river of gold chains that matched the rings dancing on every finger. 
	"Cool, cool," he said, bemused by the looks as he passed from one room to the other. 
	I led him around. First upstairs to every room except the locked master and then back into the small crowd. It gave everyone more time to hide anything harder than a Budweiser or a Marlboro. 
	"You all look pretty well lit," he said, smirking at an open beer behind a family room lamp. "How old is he?" 
	He waved a hand at Donny, who was still passed out on the couch, one arm draped over his eyes to ward off any light. The pose showcased his T-shirt, an X-wing rising up from his tan corduroy shorts into a rainbow-colored sun. He looked twelve. 
	"I dunno, sixteen maybe?" 
	"Sixteen," he whistled. "And how old are you?"
	"He's old enough," Alex cut me off. 
	"Oh yeah? You the boss man?"
	"Something like that," he said.
	"I figured," he said. "What, with you answering other people's questions and all."
	"This isn't Match Game either," Alex said. "You've had your look. Jamie ain't here."
	"Alex, it's cool," I said. "I got this."
	I could feel the heat from his eyes. Laser beams of rage cut my head off. I had to avert my eyes, unable to look at him or watch the foam rise up in the corners of his mouth. It was an early warning signal before he boiled over. 
	"What's down there?" asked Jamie's dad, gesturing down the hall leading to the laundry, downstairs bathroom, and garage access.   
	"The last bathroom," I said. "Come on, I'll show you."
	We were walking down the hall when one of the accordion closet doors rattled. Jamie's dad and I looked at each other and then at the door again. Someone was in there.
	It was Jamie. He had wedged himself between the lowest shelf and floor, looking up at us like he had gone one too many rounds in a boxing ring. The first thought that flew into my head was that we were all dead. I tried to play it like a joke. 
	"Jamie!" I said. "What are you doing in there?"
	He looked at me and shook his head. 
	"Hey, man," I tried again. "Are you all right?"
	Jamie didn't answer. He put two fingers to his lips instead, eyes growing wide as his cheeks expanded like he was blowing up a balloon. Then he was up in a flash from a crawl to a run, pushing past his dad and me and dashing toward the bathroom — cheered on by an ensemble of hoots and jeers from the kitchen. But the loudest of them was right next to me. His old man found the humor that failed me.
	"Man, that kid is messed up," he laughed, putting a hand on my shoulder. 
	"So, it's cool?"
	"Yeah, relax. I was a kid once, too," he said. "I'll get him home when he's done."
	He followed Jamie into the bathroom and stayed with him for the next twenty minutes. I cut back to the kitchen and immediately regretted it. Alex gave me another death stare.
	"You think you’re so smart, don't you?" he hissed. 
	I shrugged, which was the wrong answer. 
	He moved around the breakfast bar to face me. I knew he wouldn't do anything while Jamie's dad was in the house, but who knew what would happen once they left. 
	"What?" I managed. 
	"Why did you let him in?" 
	"It wasn't me. It was Mick."
	"Don't be smart," he said. "You answered the door."
	"You told me to."
	"To keep him out, string bean," he said. 
	"Yeah, well, I'm surprised you don't like D&D," I said. "You'd make a good lich."
	He smirked and gave me a shove. My heart was thumping, but I tried to stand my ground by leaning forward with my chest out, arms back, and fists clenched.  
	"What you going to do about it?"
	"Guys, chill," Mick said, stepping between us. "Wait until they're gone."
	I threw up my hands like I was disappointed, but Mick saved my life. I might have a chance in a fair fight, but Alex never fought fair. The laid back look and a rolling slouch were a ruse. He may not have grown up in a tough inner city like I had, but he had picked up some karate somewhere. So I took Mick's cue and backed off. I was defeated twice in the same day. Alex knew it too. It was a big joke to him. 
	I slid out the back door and into the backyard to cool off, but the deep red glow of a cigarette told me I wasn't alone. You can be lonely but never alone at Mick's house. 
	"Well, aren't you a fish of another color," she said before taking another drag. "What's your name?"
	"Brady," I said, retreating to the door. "Didn't mean to bother you."
	"Don't run away," she said. "Maybe we came out here for the same reason."
	I didn't say anything. 
	"My name's Cheryl." 
	"Nice to meet you." 
	"Such manners," she said with a laugh. "So what's a nice kid like you running with a pack like that?"
	I stiffened. "I belong. Mick's like a brother to me." 
	"I didn't mean…," she said. "Hey, I'm sorry. Want a drag?"
	"Nah, I don't smoke." It was a lie. I did smoke, but not cigarettes. 
	"Come on," she said. "Keep me company anyway."
	I pulled another lawn chair over and sat next to her. There was just enough light from the moon to make out her features. She was pretty, but not in a girlish high school way. 
	"You go to Bonanza High School?" I asked her. 
	"Just graduated with Tom," she said. "I'm trying to figure out what's next."
	"I get it," I said. "I'll be doing that too, soon enough."
	It was another lie of sorts, but I didn't want her to know the truth. At the end of the summer, I'd be a sophomore at the school she was leaving behind. 
	"Tom's friend?"
	"Yes, well, I should say more a friend of Denise," she said. "So, why did you come out here?"
	"I had a disagreement with Alex," I said. "I didn't want it to get rough."
	"Oh, you're a tough guy then?" She laughed. 
	"I wouldn't say that," I said. "I can hold my own in a fight. It doesn't matter what kind. Fists, pool cues, knives, whatever."
	"Are you trying to impress me?" She laughed again. "Keep going. I'm a sucker for a bad boy."
	I don't know what possessed me, but I rattled off all the trouble we caused a couple nights ago. We were already high when Alex had produced a Sherm Stick — a dark brown Moore cigarette dipped in PCP — and started passing it around. First to Mick and then Jamie. When it was my turn, he said it was too strong for an amateur like me and grabbed it back. I left that part out while talking with Cheryl.
	It hit everybody fast and hard, with Mick and Jamie saying they felt like supermen. So we started roaming the neighborhood, trying to walk off the pent-up adrenaline that was overtaking everyone. The walk only agitated them all the more. 
	Alex was the first to do something stupid, taking out his switchblade and sticking it into the front driver's side tire of a car we knew all too well. In my retelling, I made it sound more like dark justice and retribution. The guy who owned the car deserved it, some guy who bullied Jamie for being Black. 
	"See that," Alex laughed. "That's a bad day."
	Jamie was the one who pulled it out, giving it a twist as he did. I could see a gleam in his eye as an inside joke came over him. He took the knife and stuck it in the back tire. 
	"Now that's a very bad day," he howled. "Even a redneck don't got two spares."
	"Nobody's got two spares," Mick echoed, hooting and running down the street with his arms outstretched like an eagle. 
	We chased him, eventually stopping in front of a house with a thick log fence, something that would look more at home on a ranch. We all knew the place well enough. A football player who stiffed Mick for fifty on a bet lived there. So Mick gave the fence a kick and declared he was invincible. 
	“I hate forty-eight, his house, and his stupid fence," he roared. "This ain't no rodeo town. I'm bringing it down. It's all coming down."
	He gave it another stomp, growing frustrated with its resistance. Alex egged him on, telling him how embarrassing it would be to lose to a fence. Mick jumped into the air and body slammed it, not once but three times, until the top log started to snap. He was about to go again when the porch light turned on, and the four of us ran off. 
	"I don't know that I like your friends that much," Cheryl said. 
	"No?" I doubled down. "They had it coming. Everyone who had something we wrecked. They all had it coming."
	"Maybe," she said. "But I don't think you believe that."
	"Why do you say that?"
	"I listened to your story, Brady. You didn't do these things," she said. "You just went along for the ride."
	She said it like a pardon, so I folded my arms across my chest. If she didn't get it, we didn't have much more to discuss. I was just as bad as the rest of them.
	"Believe what you want," I said. 
	The back door slid open, and Denise stuck her head out. “Hey, Cheryl, we're headed out."
	"I'll be right there," she said, dropping her butt in an empty beer bottle before turning back to me. "Hey, I need some help washing my car tomorrow. Why don't you come by and give me a hand."
	"Maybe," I said, mimicking her earlier assessment. 
	"I hope so," she said, handing me a folded piece of paper. "There's something about you, Brady, even if you don't think so." 
	I stuffed the paper into the front pocket of my shorts. Maybe it was because I was still coming down from my earlier high and the rush from almost tangling with Alex, but I couldn't make sense of it. I met some girl, spouted off some nonsense, and she gave me her address. I didn't get it.
	She wasn't like the usual suspects who circled Mick's house, hoping to get high for the favor of their company. There was something about her too. So I picked up her empty and headed back into the house. I would help Mick clean up before his parents came home, even if everyone else had cleared out. 
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Chapter 3￼
School’s Out
 
 
I woke up early and left the house before anyone else was up. It was the easiest way to avoid the constant barrage of harassment. How late were you out last night? When are you going to mow the lawn? Why is your room a mess? Where do you think you're going? How long are you going to primp in front of the mirror? 
	I wasn't primping. I was trying to tame the tangle of hair that hadn't seen a barber since I lived with my grandparents. If I wanted a cut in this household, I had to sit under some shears wielded by my mother. The scissors were too dull for a proper cut but sharp enough to draw blood. She didn't slip often, just enough that I let it grow longer. 
	My hair was one of a hundred reasons I didn't understand the invite from Cheryl. I wasn't an ugly kid, but most girls didn't take an interest in me outside of those who gravitated to our group for drugs. It was sometimes like being in a band without having to play an instrument. All that mattered was what you had stashed in your pocket. 
	Cheryl didn't strike me as that type, which made her a mystery. She didn't live too far away, maybe two miles. It would take less than thirty minutes to find out if she had made a mistake about me in the dark, under the haze of smoke and yellow streetlights that had bled into the backyard. There was nowhere to hide under a crystal blue summer sky. 
	The route was easy enough, winding through a few neighborhoods that made up what everyone else called the boonies and then west up Charleston Boulevard past a checkerboard of small subdivisions and empty desert lots. She lived in a newer neighborhood, closest to the edge of town.
	The sawtooth path I cut to Charleston followed the same way I used to walk to a school bus stop in the sixth grade. The houses weren't anything like those I knew in Cleveland. They were all the same here — four or five models with a different coat of paint on lap siding and brick accents to create the illusion they were different. They weren't. They all had air conditioners humming on low-slung roofs. They all had two-car garages facing the street. They all had curtains drawn, owners trying to protect their possessions from fading in the summer sun.
	The people who lived in these cookie-cutter homes were mostly the same. There were only four or five kinds of families who lived this far out. First responders, nurses, and mailmen. Mechanics, salespeople, and service workers. Small shop owners and retail managers. Retired military and test site workers. A handful of mobsters who didn't want to draw attention to themselves by living close to The Strip. 
	We all lived the same way, a large eclectic swatch of lower-to-middle class families cobbled together on the west end. It was far enough away from The Strip that we could pretend what the tourists knew as Las Vegas was a mirage on one horizon. On the other, we imagined the vast and deadly desert in our backyard could be tamed into submission. The illusion was convincing to anyone who took a walk past the endless rows of freshly minted houses with dark green lawns fed by underground sprinkler systems and the vacant desert lots that neighbored them in varied stages of excavation. 
	One of the few breaks in this sea of desert suburbia were two small corner retail plazas along Charleston, making it the last chance to stop for something before driving out into the wilderness of Red Rock Canyon. The west corner was anchored by a semi-popular Shakey's Pizza Parlor and a neighborhood bar best known for its young waitresses and two bowling lanes. The east corner catered more to my crowd.
	It was a little past eight in the morning when I walked by and there was already trouble in the parking lot between the arcade and corner convenience store. Two punks were passing a clutch purse back and forth like a football. There was a blonde girl in the middle of them, trying to make an interception.
	One of the punks had on a white shirt and jean jacket, which didn't fit the weather. It was already warm and expected to hit ninety degrees, if not triple digits, by noon. The other wore a generic striped T-shirt, horizontal earth tones that were popular a few years back but losing ground to pastels. I didn't recognize them, but the girl looked familiar.
	I tried to shield my face as I walked by because it wasn't any of my business, but the girl recognized me. Andrea Bigelow was a crush of mine in middle school before she shared the poem I wrote for her with that steady boyfriend.
	"Brady Wilks? Is that you?" 
	"Andrea?" I said, squinting like I couldn't see her from the sidewalk. "Hey, I didn't know you lived up here."
	"Yeah, it's me," she said before sprinting to the point. "Give a girl a hand?"
	"What's the problem?" I said, cutting into the parking lot.
	"I was going to get some donuts and these two clowns jacked my purse," she rattled on. "They won't give it back."
	I turned my attention to the two guys. They were my age, maybe a year younger, which is why I didn't recognize them from school. Neither one looked bothered by the fact I was taking an interest. Nobody ever does.
	"Hey, you guys had your fun," I said. "Just give it back."
	"For a few quarters, no problem," said the jacket, the taller of the two kids. "A couple bucks."
	"Why? Does she you owe you or something?"
	"No, but she can afford a few," said the shorter one. "What's it to you?"
	"Oh, I see," I said. "So you're merry men or something."
	"What?" 
	"You know, like Robin Hood," I said, closing in on the jacket. "Take from the rich and give to the poor. Except, I think you'd steal from just about anyone who can't fight back. Am I right?" 
	He didn't know what I was talking about and neither did his friend, but it didn't matter. I could've said anything while closing the distance between me and the bigger of the two threats. 
	"Want to know what else?" I asked.
	"What?"
	I jabbed and hit him square in the nose. I could feel the cartilage give a bit before breaking. A fresh stream of blood followed the crunch. As he brought his hands to his face and backed away, I grabbed the purse as he dropped it and tossed it to Andrea. 
	"I'll take care of this," I said. "Get out of here."
	She didn't wait around. 
	"You broke my nose!" He wailed as I moved in again to give him another shove. 
	The other kid, late to the party but not out of the fight, grabbed my shoulder to stop my advance. I turned with a roundhouse punch to his temple. He stumbled back on his heels and fell, holding his head. 
	The taller kid was trying to recover, coming at me but in no shape to finish the fight. I caught his left hand as he threw a weak punch and put him down next to his friend. I had one hand on each of them, holding them down. 
	"Stay down," I told them. "I'll let you up, but you have to give it up."
	They were still resisting but understood. They were in the wrong, and I had called them out. Besides, there wasn't anything left to fight over. Andrea had already taken off. And it would have been over right there if a third kid hadn't gotten involved. 
	I hadn't seen anybody come out of the arcade, but several other kids had poured out with the promise of a fight. One of them was the shorter punk's older brother. He blindsided me by putting the heel of a hiking boot to the side of my head. I rolled with it and away, seeing nothing but stars and his silhouette against a cloudless sky. 
	"Maybe you should pick on someone your own size," he said, waiting for me to get up and take some more.
	"Maybe you should ask them what started it," I said, not bothering to get up. 
	He relaxed and looked back at his brother and the taller kid, whose white shirt was ruined with blood. He was busy wrecking the rest of it, pulling it up over his belly to stem the slowing flow.
	"What's he talking about?" 
	"Nothing, Del," he said. "It's cool … it was a misunderstanding."
	"You could say that, "I said. "Or you could say they stole some girl's purse." 
	The older kid eased off. He looked at his brother and the taller kid, shaking his head. Then he turned back to me. 
	"Take a hike," he spat at me and then gave his brother a shove. 
	"Yeah, sure," I said, getting up. "Next time, let's try a fair fight. You all bring a few more guys, maybe."
	I flipped them off before making a beeline into the 7-Eleven. They charged me a dime for a cup of ice after making me promise not to cause trouble. It felt like another robbery, but I gave it up anyway. I wanted to get the swelling down before Cheryl saw me.
	I didn't know what it looked like, but I assumed it wasn’t too bad. The throbbing stopped about a block after I pressed the cup to my temple. My ego had the bigger bruise. I was on a losing streak. 
	When I reached Cheryl's street, I almost cut my losses and headed home. I stood there for what felt like an hour replaying the night before, searching for some inexplicable magnetism that had occurred between us. I couldn't remember any feeling like that, but my emotions were running pretty high at the time. We were flying, almost busted, and then Alex had come at me hard for being the only one who did anything.  
	I tipped the cup back and let some ice fall into my mouth. I was an idiot. Girls don't give you their address if they aren't interested. They don't even give you their address if they are interested. I took out the piece of paper and rechecked the address. She was a few houses in, which meant the orange Pinto in the driveway was probably her car. 
	I took a breath and started walking toward it, trying to keep my head up. She was already outside, pulling a hose over from the house and filling a couple of buckets with soapy water. 
	In the crispness of late morning, she was more attractive than I remembered — white canvas shoes but no socks, denim cutoffs framing bronze legs, a red university tee without sleeves, brown hair with amber highlights landing on her shoulders. She was slender but not skinny, toned, and a few inches shorter than me.
	My pace slowed as I closed the distance between us, partly so I could drink her in for a minute and partly to postpone the inevitable. She wouldn't have the same reaction when she saw me.
	I was wearing cutoffs too, but my legs were skinny, and one knee was scraped from the fight on the way over. My plain Henley tee hung loose around a narrow frame. I had some muscles because when Mick’s friend Brett still lived in Vegas, the three of us used to walk to a community center to lift weights. Even so, everybody considered me the skinny kid still trying to grow into oversized feet that looked larger in cheap white Pumas. My heart was racing with anticipation while I tried to decide what to do if she pretended not to know who I was or why I was there.
	"You made it
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