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Prologue

Have you ever put up so many walls between you and the world that you can no longer see outside? You put them there for protection, of course. You built some for privacy; to get a little peace and quiet once in a while. Okay, maybe you didn’t want anyone to see what you were up to. But some are there to keep out the enemies, and God knows you can’t help but acquire some of those over the years; people are idiots. Reluctantly you placed some boundaries for those do-gooders who insisted they’re only trying to save you from yourself. And now this grand fortress you proudly constructed has so many barricades and blockades that it’s more of an endless maze, and you’ve lost your way. So here you sit in a prison of your own making so that even when you’re out of prison, you’re really not.

—Matt Lofton

 

I stood in the foyer of the Minnehaha County Jail squinting beneath the buzz of fluorescent lights that hung low in the aged quartz block building. Standing alone in the eerie late-night quiet made it feel as if I were in a medieval dungeon. Naturally impatient, I shuffled my feet and watched while the clock’s second hand completed yet another rotation. It was 11:30 PM and half an hour had already passed since I’d scribbled in the blanks on some paperwork and handed a bored turnkey the necessary Benjamins to bail my bro Matt out of the pokey. It was when I wiped the last of the sweat from my adrenaline high off my temples and onto my pants that I saw the drops of crimson blood splattered on my blue jeans and boots. It was all that remained from the violent street fight that had landed Matt here again. The combination of whiskey and what I deemed unnecessary delay got my temper flaring; it was an undesirable trait I shared with Matt. The night was young, and time was ticking.

Finally a cell door clanked in the distance; that familiar sound of incarceration. And there he was, coming down the hallway with the Matthew swagger that was more of a glide than a walk that carried his athletic 6’1”, 215-pound frame. Considering the events of the night, Matt was clearly unfazed as shown by the kid-like glee in his steel-blue eyes. They were big eyes, too, headlights that had earned him the nickname “Owl” since he did most of his activities in the darkest part of the night.

“I knew you’d be here to get me.” Matt beamed, slapping a forceful bear hug around my body. We walked out into the muggy August air elated at not having our entire evening marred by the cops. Our high spirits lasted about two hours, at which point Matt got arrested a second time, a small feat yet one we retold with awe for years to come. But that was Matthew.

—Phil Hamman, co-author

 

It was hard for me to decide whether Matt had a tangible magnetism or a cultlike lure; an enviable self-confidence or a self-centeredness bordering on narcissism. To my surprise, he was well read and could converse on almost any topic, including the multi-faceted Reaganomics we’d recently debated. Me, a college econ major who memorized some facts and attempted a battle of wits with Matt, who’d analyzed each angle of this philosophy with a maturity that comes from having experienced life’s harsher lessons. 

Without a doubt he was unpredictable and explosive. When my sister sat next to him in middle school, she developed an immediate fear of this complex person. When I was dating Phil and he was off with Matt, I worried. A phone call late at night meant bad news. But then Matthew would be gone again, incarcerated, only to reappear in our lives like that proverbial bad penny. Matt lived a life on the edge while I played it safe, so his was an enthralling life shrouded in mystery. Phil eventually parted ways with this extreme lifestyle, but Matt’s life remained derailed, and I considered him eternally lost. His return would have been no less astonishing had he returned from the dead, which some may say he did.

—Sandy Hamman, co-author

 


Authors’ Note

Doctors use the term antisocial personality disorder (ASPD) to describe what the layman generally refers to as a psychopath (someone without a conscience) or sociopath (someone with a weak conscience). Those with ASPD show a disregard for the rights of others and may have a superficial charm or a tendency to be irritable and aggressive. They are irresponsible and tend to enjoy high-risk activities, disregard laws, and act impulsively. They care only about their own survival and will use any means to attain their goals. The big question is whether this is willful behavior, nature, or nurture. Can people with ASPD be cured? It is one of the most difficult personality disorders to treat, primarily since the subjects have little interest in changing. A few specialists even theorize that excessively altruistic people and sociopaths are two beings from the same branch; both suffer from extremes in their personalities. If the sociopath’s conscience were developed, he or she might instead be overly helpful and generous.

 


Chapter 1
Indoctrination

Matt was so close to earning Henry’s favor, even though there was no evidence that this ringleader had ever shown favor to anyone. Matt felt it last month when Henry had possibly looked down on him with approval. Ever since then he’d worked hard to perfect his craft. In fact, Matt could now walk without making a sound. It didn’t matter whether he was crossing a squeaky floor or a gravel lot. He moved as though buoyed by some unseen spirit, yet at this moment he was more concerned that he might be seen than heard. And with his dishwater blond hair and too-pale skin in this part of the city, he may as well have announced his presence with fireworks, though the predawn darkness made for good cover. A thundering rain in the middle of the night left a fresh, earthy scent that Matt briefly noticed and inhaled before wiping away water droplets from the glass with his sleeve. He cupped both hands over his eyes and pressed his face against the driver’s side window. Nope. Not this one. His giftedness as a quick study had made him a natural on the street; he observed as long as necessary, but then his bold nature soon had him taking charge. It made him the perfect accomplice for Henry, who would be expecting the goods to be delivered soon. Matt wandered on to the next car and pulled up the hood of his jacket, more to ward off the gusty spring wind that was whipping trash down the street than to hide his identity. 

His brother, Dan, who claimed to never feel anxiety on these outings, wore a secondhand sweatshirt and carried the necessary cooking pot. The fear of being caught didn’t faze him. “Hurry up, dork.” Dan scowled and scraped the chipped handle of the cooking pot across the fender of a sedan, a senseless act born of hatred that didn’t go unnoticed by Matt.

This side street in a shabby section of Springfield, Illinois, was mostly deserted at this hour. Matt strolled along confidently. If anyone asked what he and Dan were doing, they’d claim to be headed to a friend’s. But no one ever asked. A dark Continental weaved down the street and then chugged to a stop halfway up on the curb. Five people spilled from the car shrieking with laughter that swept down the otherwise silent street. None of them noticed the two brothers half a block away, hiding in the shadows and waiting for the group to leave so they could continue down the street. 

“That was some quick thinkin’ for someone with such a thick head!” one of the revelers shouted, which caused the others to fall into raucous laughter.

“Yeah, this little guy here almost got his first taste of jail,” another one said, patting the shortest one firmly on the head.

Judging by the littlest one’s size, Matt guessed the kid was in junior high, which got him thinking: When is someone too young to go to jail? The partiers disappeared into a house and Matt hustled to catch up with Dan. He trailed behind his brother, searching for another car to steal. This was how they spent their Saturday mornings. Dan, being three years older, took the lead in whatever they did, and Matt followed, taking careful mental notes. Both kept an ear open for approaching cars, yet they failed to notice an older teenager with curly, ebony hair standing in the predawn shadows of an adjacent yard holding a baseball bat. It was little slip-ups like this that could lead to fights, beatings, or even death in this neighborhood. Matt saw the boy just in time and caught himself before making the mistake of looking startled. He’d lived in places like this long enough to know that showing fear branded you as a target, a coward. Without saying a word to each other, Matt and Dan moved to the end of the block, turned the corner, and took off at a full run before reaching a safe distance a few blocks away.

“Think he was going somewhere to play baseball?” Matt looked around to make sure there were no more unexpected visitors hovering around.

Dan shrugged and ran a hand over the now closely cropped bristles atop his head. “Who cares? We could take him out.” They had moved here only a few months ago from a harsh Chicago neighborhood, and Dan understood the importance of the tough-guy attitude. He was cocky, confident, and assumed a painted on half-smirk in his best attempt to look indifferent. Combined with a cowlick that forced him to adopt a side part, he resembled a handsome ’50s greaser.

He wanted to have his long hair back, but their stepdad, Tom, would have none of that, frequently pulling at a tuft of their hair and smirking that it was time to “chop their mop” again. While others had begun growing long hair to protest the Vietnam War, Tom still embraced the conventional thinking of the 1950s and insisted Matt and Dan wouldn’t be seen looking like ragtag hippies.

They hustled down the street. It didn’t usually take this long to find an easy mark, and the horizon was turning pink. It would not be a good idea to disappoint Henry considering the protection he offered. When the sound of a car coming down the street grew louder, the two moved together and leaned back against a parked car, arms crossed, looking over their shoulders as if waiting for someone, until the vehicle passed. Dan, who crossed to the other side of the street, finally yelled over to Matt.

“This punk left the ignition in the unlocked position. Keep watch. I’ll see if she’ll fire up.” He felt no pity for anyone who’d leave such an easy mark, and in fact, he’d be doing the idiot a favor by teaching him a valuable lesson.

Matt felt uneasy when Dan talked louder than necessary. The moron doesn’t need to draw attention to us like that. Matt was naturally more catlike and stealthy with a fervid sensitivity to his surroundings, a good attribute in these parts. He kept watch, scanning the street, while Dan climbed into the old Chevy. The car had a flint lock ignition that could be turned to the starting position if the switch had not been rotated to the locked setting. Dan pulled Tom’s screwdriver from his back pocket, inserted the tip, and turned the ignition to the starting position. The thrill of the heist made Matt’s blood tingle. The car sparked to life as did Matt, and the brothers were soon careening down the street.

Dan laughed suddenly and gave Matt a brotherly punch to the shoulder. “Let’s go to school, fool.”

Matt leaned back into the passenger’s seat and threw Dan a scowl. The first light of dawn was peeking above the horizon. Neither of the boys was eager to go to school during the week, much less on the weekend. School, for now anyway, was St. Patrick Catholic School where their mother, Mary, had enrolled them hoping to put the fear of God into her boys. So far it hadn’t worked. Matt didn’t start an argument though. Dan was driving, and Matt knew he used any opportunity to be the boss. With one quick lane change and a sharp right down a side street, they ended up in the narrow driveway that led to the school parking lot now littered with the night’s empty beer cans and cigarette butts. St. Patrick sat just off of a main avenue but was L-shaped and had only the empty parish to one side, so the boys headed to a secluded section of the schoolyard where the city noises and yips of alert dogs faded to the background.

Dan’s eyes fluttered before he suddenly reached down and picked up a baseball-sized rock. Matt had never thought of his brother as small until now, but a vexed life had taught him to notice the little things. Dan’s mouth twitched and a nervous Adam’s apple bounced like the bobber on a fishing line; his clenched jaw quivered, his face twisted with rage, and without warning, he pitched the rock through a classroom window. “THAT ONE’S FOR THE FATHER!” he yelled with bulging neck veins. He hurled a second rock. “THAT ONE’S FOR THE POPE!” Another window shattered with a crack. Matt shrugged and joined in, while window after window fell victim to their destruction. Within minutes, piles of glass shards shone faintly in the weak light, and Dan continued his rampage, growing louder and angrier with each throw. As usual, Matt was wary. Instinctively, his darting eyes caught the police car making a U-turn down the road and heading toward the parking lot.

“Let’s go!” Matt thumped Dan on the back. Matt’s confidence crumbled at the sight of the black-and-white car racing toward them.

Dan yanked the car into drive, roared over the sidewalk, bounced off the curb, and hightailed it down a side street with the tires squealing, but the police car was right on them with flashing red lights and screaming sirens. Dan pressed the gas pedal to the floor and looked at Matt with eyes that had grown round. Don’t give up without a fight was the motto around their neighborhood. Buildings whizzed past in a blur. Ahead, two kids stepped off the curb and onto the street. Dan swerved, and the kids jumped backward just in time. When he crossed two lanes of traffic and squealed around a corner, Matt grabbed onto the door handle for support just before they nearly sideswiped a parked truck. The police car pressed in on them. Then Dan missed a curve and went careening into a deep ditch which sent their heads hurling into the dash with a sickening thud. A gush of warm blood poured down Matt’s face and onto his clothes. The blaring sirens closed in on them, and car doors slammed.

“PUT YOUR HANDS UP! HANDS UP!” Traffic slowed at the sight of the spectacle, and a voice crackled from the squad car radio.

With his .38 drawn, a veteran officer cautiously approached the smoking car. “Leave your hands where—” His outstretched arm fell to his side. “What the hell?” He made eye contact with Matt, who was looking back at him through the rearview mirror, walked closer, and put the gun back in the holster. Matt watched the officer’s look of intensity fade to disbelief. “Hey, you’re not gonna believe this,” he called over his shoulder to his partner.

With hands cuffed behind their backs, the boys were transported to the jail and placed in a holding cell where they sat on a cold, steel bench, Matt swinging his feet back and forth, staring through the cell bars until Mary, their mom, arrived. Even with the racket of unruly inmates in the background, he remained unnerved knowing she’d swear a blue streak at him, demand to know what his problem was, and then with a shrug, the whole incident would blow over. Later that night she might even feel so bad about yelling that she’d present each of them with one of the coveted pop-top cans of pudding reserved for special occasions. 

With a clang of the door, an officer ushered the boys into the front office where Mary stood next to the sergeant’s desk, one hand on her hip, punctuating each sentence with reminders to the boys that “The devil has you! You know that, don’t you?” She swore, puffed on a cig, and gave the boys her best wait-until-I-get-you-home look. Throughout this verbal hit-smack, the sergeant behind the desk kept up his futile attempts to explain to her what had transpired before tossing his hands in the air and releasing the boys into her custody. With a scowl of defeat, he pushed a large, black pot over to her. “By the way, here’s your cooking pot. We found it in the stolen vehicle.” Dan used it to sit on so he could see over the steering wheel. He was twelve, and Matt had just turned nine. Already, they were headed down a road of crime and destruction.

 


Chapter 2
Mother Mary

Mary Barr, the boys’ mother, had grown up in the safety of historic Carlinville, Illinois, with an older sister she adored. If her family had chosen one word to describe her, it would have been wild. Mary preferred the term independent. She’d barely turned twenty when she and a girlfriend pulled their hair into high ponytails, tied them with flimsy scarves, and hopped a train to experience the thrill of the big city they’d both read about in Life magazine but had never experienced. Mary craved a more interesting life than what she could find as one of the small fish in elitist Carlinville. Karma brought her to a bar in Chicago where a truck driver named Al Lofton swept her off her feet and within weeks asked her to marry him. Mary couldn’t refuse this offer, an opportunity to escape the rejection she’d felt all her life back in the hometown where she’d never quite fit.

This fast-paced marriage lasted just long enough to produce two boys in three years, Dan and Matt. She thrived on the occasional nights out on the town with Al, where she could enjoy a few drinks and share raucous laughs without the prying eyes of small-town neighbors looking on. Even as a young mother, she was carefree and enjoyed speaking her mind and philosophizing with others. Al seemed to enjoy it, too. At first.

He had a less savory side that he’d saved until the girl was officially his. He wore a happy façade out in public but discarded it at the front door of their house before stepping inside. He drove a semi truck, and after returning from several days on the road, the drinking started. Heavy drinking. She dreamed of turning him into one of the gallant heroes she’d read about in fast-paced Harlequin novels, but Al was no bodice-ripping-Linc-Forrester-romance-hero who desired nothing more than to be at the beck and call of his woman. Instead, he became a listless drunk with no interest in having a family. And one day, when Matt was four and Dan seven, Al returned to an empty house.

Alone and raising the boys on her own, Mary worked tirelessly at a variety of jobs to keep a roof over their heads and food on the table. Al didn’t contribute even a dime, which made Mary even more determined to prove to him and the folks back home that she didn’t need anyone’s help. No matter what she had to do. At the time she had no way of realizing the drastic decisions she’d eventually make to keep her family together. Besides, she was lonely, insecure, and had her hands full with two difficult boys. She’d gone to beauty school years before, but her license had lapsed, so before leaving Al, she’d secured a job as a waitress at a local cafe and worked every shift to support the three of them. She loved meeting new customers and spending weekends with her friends letting their hair down. Her ability to see the good in people, even when they didn’t recognize it in themselves, was both a gift and ultimately a curse on them all. She understood people, perhaps too well at times, and teetered between being convincing and downright intimidating, especially if it came to meeting the needs of her boys or customers who supplied her wages.

The pleasant aromas of sizzling burgers and fresh coffee met the loyal patrons at the corner café where Tom was a fry cook and Mary a waitress. She had fallen for him before she’d had time to grab her first order pad. She knew the feeling was mutual once she realized she could squeeze favors from him where the other waitresses couldn’t. Where they saw an arrogant boor, Mary beheld a quiet, independent man. 

Tom was tall, lanky, and good-looking in spite of having shifty green eyes. She only saw greased-back hair, Elvis style, a hint of a smile that vanished in a flicker, and an insolence she should never have mistaken for anxiety. Though when Dan and Matt finally met him, their first impression was that of someone who’d been hauled in after spending a night in a back alley. It was Mary’s inability to make waves that caused her to mistake this coward for a forlorn fixer-upper. She took pity on the fact that he stuttered at times, especially when angry, and had only a grade school education. To Mary, he was everything Al wasn’t, and she soon found herself married for the second time.

Mary knew Tom was mamba-tempered, yet she overlooked these small imperfections. Being married to Tom came with a price, and Mary paid with her self-esteem, which took a daily emotional or physical beating. Even deferring to him didn’t make a difference once they were married. Everything made him angry now. Crazy angry. He had all the faults with none of the benefits and exercised control with his fists. She worried the boys would be next, but she was stuck; she was dependent on Tom to help pay the bills and unsure how to slip out of the marriage without creating a disaster.

“I hate the old geezer,” Dan complained to Matt, who remained hopeful that this new dad would teach him how to throw a baseball and maybe make Dan quit picking on him. Even after a rare shower, Tom emitted the stench of grease and distrust, so ultimately Dan was right; he clashed with Tom from the start. 

While the boys readied themselves for school, Tom appeared from downstairs, already scruffy and disheveled. 

“He looks like a dog shaking himself after falling into the Sangamon River,” Dan said just loud enough for Tom to know he’d said something sarcastic. If things were bad with Al, they were worse with Tom

“WH-WH-WHERE THE H-H-HELL HAVE YOU B-B-BEEN?” Tom smashed his dirty plate into the sink, where it shattered to pieces, and stormed into the living room. His stuttering intensified when he was excited or angry.

“We had a busy dinner crowd, Tom. You know how it is.” Mary tried to keep her voice steady and not let on that he scared the hell out of her. She motioned for Matt and Dan to go upstairs, which they did.

Dan pulled a baseball bat from the closet and paced across the floor. The shouting from below sickened Matt, and he held his stomach, rocking back and forth on the edge of the bed.

“What are you doing with that bat?” An uneasy feeling brought Matt to his feet, born from having been the victim of some of Dan’s previous assaults and knowing he’d used a weapon before.

Dan glared unblinkingly, pausing now and then to bounce the edge of the bat off one hand or act like he was going to bash Matt over the head, then laughing when his younger brother put his hands up in defense.

“You think your hands can stop a bat, moron? A bat would break your hands. If someone ever comes after you with a bat you better run or move fast if you ain’t got no weapon to fight back with.”

“We should get a dog to protect us. Everyone else has one,” Matt lamented, hoping Dan would agree with him on the obvious benefits of owning a snarling, lunging attack dog in this section of town clogged with petty street criminals and racial hatred. Theirs was a neighborhood of leaky ceilings, broken appliances, and barking dogs. Residents understood the need for a weapon, and often, a German shepherd was the weapon of choice. Every car that squealed down the road initiated a chorus of savage growls that spread down the street like a wave from one house to the next before ebbing and then starting up again when another car would pass.

The shouting downstairs continued, interrupted only by the occasional sound of the refrigerator door slamming, assumedly followed by the fizzing crack of a beer can popping open, until Tom had consumed enough canned ale to imagine himself the hapless victim of Mary’s by now mostly forgotten offense. In an instant, he ended the fight by picking up the coffee table Mary had purchased at a secondhand store and swinging it across her back, breaking it into pieces like a scene out of an old western movie. It was one of his favorite moves.

Later, Matt tossed and turned on his bed, twisting the blankets this way and that as though the perfect position could cover up the fear and pain that lingered long after the fight had quieted. What had begun with Mary’s piercingly painful screams faded to gentle sobs and eventually two sets of feet on the stairs and the click of a bedroom door. Dan wasn’t sleeping either, Matt knew because the room lacked the comforting breathing pattern of his brother’s snoring that carried the weight of nearly full pubescence. Instead, the room pulsed with a cold silence that left Matt feeling alone.

From the quiet, a small rumpling sound rose from Dan’s bed. Matt’s head jerked in response. Perhaps, he dared to hope, Dan was sitting up and preparing to ask Matt what was wrong; why he wasn’t asleep yet. This childlike innocence allowed him to imagine that Dan might gently insist that Matt confide his deepest fears and pour out all his hurts before basking in the comfort of an older brother’s wisdom which would contain the solution to all their problems. He’d seen it happen in a movie.

Dan was on his feet now, shoving his arms into an expensive leather jacket he kept hidden from Mary and Tom. Matt felt his pillow pulled from beneath him and then slammed across his face.

“If you’re coming with me you got two minutes,” Dan hissed, giving the side of Matt’s bed a quick kick.

Compared to home, which drained him of hope, the streets felt enchanted. The false promises of a better life tugged at the boys’ desires. By 11 PM, they’d climbed out the window into the cool air and onto the porch overhang before shimmying down the pillar. Matt felt a wisp of relief when he released his grip on the house and jumped free. He and Dan wouldn’t wander too long on the streets at this hour. Likely Dan had a destination in mind as he usually did, a friend’s house, the hidden corner of an empty lot where small groups of barely teenage boys gathered to do whatever boys of that age do this late on a school night. If Henry was buying, and he usually was, they’d search for good spots to heist anything of value on their way to wherever they were going. Tom and Mary would never know they’d left unless trouble erupted and they got hauled in by the police. And he could count the number of times that had happened in the last few months on two hands.

 


Chapter 3
Black and White

Springfield, Illinois, had a long history of racial tensions. This capital city seethed in bitterness between strict southern settlers and black inhabitants. Hostilities had flared on and off since the mid-1800s. In 1908 white residents rioted against black residents, resulting in two black men unjustifiably lynched, while four white men were killed by retaliating gunfire. Many of the antagonistic sentiments endured time and now haunted Matt and Dan on a regular basis. 

When they’d first moved to Springfield, the boys attended school at Iles Elementary, a nearby public school, with no inkling that Mary would eventually enroll them in Catholic school. Matt planned to take a different route home from Iles, but ultimately it backfired. This morning Dan had promised to meet him at the front door of the school. Matt waited, pressed up against the building, for ten minutes and the yard was almost cleared out. He moved warily. Both boys felt defenseless among the racial tensions that flared up frequently in this predominantly black area of town. Their pale skin made the streets extra dangerous for two “honkies” or “crackers” as they were often called by anyone, even strangers, passing them on the streets. Bullies crossed the racial barriers, and the white trash bullies were just as vicious and dangerous. Then there were the leather jackets emblazed with bright colors that bragged Ghetto Ghosts, Southside Savages, Kingsmen, or War Lords. These gangs lurked in unexpected places and each controlled a different neighborhood where the members prowled, seeking out opportunities to intimidate those not affiliated with their ilk to join. Matt couldn’t wait at the school much longer without the risk of being caught alone like last week when a group of sixth-grade boys had followed him, laughing and taking turns kicking him in the butt all the way to his front door. Tom asked what the hell had taken him so long to get home after school, to which Matt replied that going through this neighborhood was like trying to get across the Serengeti safely.

“The Sarah Getty? Who the hell is that?” Tom said, hands on hips, with that slack-mouthed perplexed look that never failed to irritate Matt.

So he folded his arms across his stomach, put his head down, and walked away from the school. He crossed the street to avoid a disheveled man hell-bent on yelling at a telephone pole and kept walking until he got to a safe-looking side street void of kids hanging out on the front steps. As far as he could see there were only slumping houses with paint that curled up from the boards like skin from a sunburn. Occasionally the cry of a baby or a snarling dog throwing itself against a screen door broke the silence. His radar went up whenever a broken muffler screeched on a nearby street or the howl of a siren wailed in the distance. Matt was learning to check every street to find the safest route. He mastered the art of looking straight ahead and not making eye contact, yet he couldn’t help noticing the old man by the curb loudly banging the lid back onto the trash can and giving Matt one of those hateful stares that made it clear he was the wrong color to be in this neighborhood. Just when he thought of crossing to the other side of the street, kind of zigzagging like he read you were supposed to do if chased by an alligator, no other than Samuel, the biggest and oldest kid in the class, threw open the screen door of the house right next to Matt. Samuel had slits for eyes and a blossoming afro that made him appear even taller than he was. Matt had never seen him smile. Having been held back in both kindergarten and first grade, Samuel not only couldn’t read but he was an angry fourth-grader who couldn’t read. Matt kept walking, and Samuel pursued him with a rooster strut.

“Hey, honky, what you doin’ at my house? Come to steal my shit?” Samuel laughed, more of a guttural cackle really, which caused Matt to walk faster though he refused to run in part due to Dan’s oft-repeated words: It’s better to be dead than to be a coward. Samuel locked step with Matt before falling directly behind him. At school, Samuel was famously loud, and Matt hoped this was one of those days he just wanted to bluster. Samuel’s merciless eyes bored into Matt from behind; he could feel it. Without warning a rock bounced off the back of Matt’s head followed by the same threatening laughter that knotted his stomach. If he could just make it a few more blocks . . .

WHAM! Matt’s head snapped at the sound of something crashing against the side of a house. It only took a second for Matt to figure out he was being set up.

“Hey, Isaiah, get out here, this white honky jus’ threw a rock at yo’ house!” Samuel yelled toward the open window of a home that sagged with the shame of its cracked green paint and square of plywood nailed across the front window. Matt kept walking. Samuel grabbed onto his shirt, with flickering eyes that indicated he was encouraged by someone shouting a response from inside the house. Samuel dragged Matt toward the house to the thunder of a chair scraping across a floor and then the screech of the screen door being thrown open. Matt pulled away, but Samuel pummeled him from behind. Before Matt could react, a flurry of shoes kicked at his face as he scrambled to get back on two feet. Suddenly he felt the painful thud of an elbow to his mouth and the crunch of teeth. Blood trickled to the back of his throat and powerful hands knocked him to the ground. He glanced up to see Samuel’s fist coming at him. 

“Hold his arms! Hold his arms down, Isaiah!”
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