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​W

hen the phone rang at 10:30 pm, Grady Nicholson knew it was apt to be a call of importance. It wasn’t the phone he kept for casual calls from friends and family, or the phone reserved for customers. This was the landline, the number he had only given out to his special contacts. So, he knew it was likely a call of importance. He hoped it was. It had been a while since this phone last rung.

“Nicholson here,” he answered, semi-excited yet still somehow managing to sound slightly impatient, as if whoever was on the other end of the line was interrupting his excruciatingly busy schedule. He didn’t bother with a more formal greeting which would have included his company’s name. This was, after all, the special line.

“Grady!” The voice on the other end boomed over the line. Grady Nicholson recognized the voice at once and his heart sped up a tick.

This wasn’t just any of his special contacts, this was Devin Ferguson. Devin Ferguson who didn’t take on the small jobs. Not that he couldn’t take on just about any job he very well wanted. His name was certainly big enough and he was in high enough demand, but he never did. Devin left the small jobs for the little guys. Guys like myself, Grady thought. If Devin was calling him then it could be something of real significance. Maybe the windfall he had been praying for had arrived. 

“How the hell have you been, old boy?” Devin’s was a big voice, a hearty one. It was the voice of a big man who only indulged in big things. He had little time for anything else. “Am I interrupting anything?” Devin said, a bit more subdued.

“No, nothing,” Grady replied immediately, trying to keep the excitement out of his voice. He didn’t want to sound too eager. Sounding too eager in his line of business was apt to lose him money. A lot of it. 

If it was 10:30 p.m. his time in New York, that meant it was 7:30 p.m. in Los Angeles where Devin was calling from. Devin knew it was late, Grady thought. He likely knew he wasn’t busy.

“And how’re things going overall?” Devin asked, even more of the heartiness of his greeting leaving his voice. It was time to get down to business. Devin Ferguson was not a man to waste a great deal of time on small talk or formalities. Grady liked that about him. “Are the suspicious husbands and crooked lawyers still keeping you afloat?”

“Come on, Mr. Ferguson. You know there’s a little more to it than that. My clients include just about everyone, and I’m doing fine. Not as fine as I could be,” Grady added quickly, aware that sounding too optimistic could derail whatever this was before it got started. “The competition, you know. But I’m doing okay.”

That was a lie. The once thriving private investigation firm he ran was going to hell at an alarming pace. The one truth was, there was a lot of competition out there. So much so that for the past six months he had been seriously considering shutting down. Not only was there competition in the form of other private dicks peppered throughout the area, technology these days made it so that his services were becoming more unnecessary by the day. 

These days your average citizen was an online records search away from accessing much of the information people like him used to get paid for if they were savvy enough. So, thank goodness for the suspicious spouses out there who felt they needed their partners tailed to ensure they were keeping their wedding vows. And thank goodness many of them weren’t, at least not the ones he got hired to spy on. They really had been the glue that was presently holding his operation together.

“Well, maybe I have something you can add to the mix. That is, if you’re not too busy,” Devin Ferguson said, and he sounded to Grady as if he wasn’t convinced he had been nearly as busy as he just implied. The inquiry had merely been a part of the negotiation dance which Grady realized had already begun.

“What you got?” Grady said. He was trying to sound only casually inquisitive, but he was barely hiding his anticipation.

“Of course, I can’t divulge everything unless I have your assurance that you’ll take it on,” Devin said as slick as a snake oil salesman. He knew Grady wanted it. He was already stringing him along. “I need you to understand this assignment has to be top priority, so if you have something of high importance going on I guess I can give it to one of the other boys over there.”

“No, you umm... you caught me at a good time. I’m at kind of a lull actually,” Grady said and realized how unconvincing the lie sounded, even to his own ears. He also realized he was being strung along, but what was he going to do about it? The entire past two years had been a lull and there was no real indication things were going to pick up again. He needed this job, whatever it was.

“I don’t get myself involved in any dealings unless it’s worth my while. You know that,” Devin said in a lowered voice. It was almost a whisper of warning. He was all business now.

What Devin Ferguson was saying was this, whatever it was, really was something big. Grady’s hand tightened on the receiver. He was beginning to sweat already. He imagined if he were a dog, he would be salivating as if he could see some delicious meal, could smell it. He just couldn’t bite into it yet. Not until his master gave the okay to do so.

“Grady, I need your guarantee before we go any further that this goes to the top of your list of priorities immediately. No bullshit. If you can’t do that then I don’t want to waste time. Yours or mine. Can you guarantee me that?”

“Yes, I can guarantee it,” Grady answered readily. He knew he sounded too eager and wondered how much he may have just cost himself in dollars. But dammit, he needed this job. He couldn’t allow it to go to anyone else. It wasn’t everyday one got a call from Devin Ferguson.

* * * *
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“A KID?” GRADY ASKED, incredulously and not without a trace of disappointment. It wasn’t that he had any hesitation on taking a job involving children, but things had had a much higher probability of getting tricky whenever he dealt with them in the past. He would rather not if given a choice.

“Relax. I didn’t say it was a toddler, did I? Kid’s a teenager. Besides, it’s not exactly the kid who’s the problem. It’s his mother. More to the point, it’s his mother and the lawyer she hired,” Devin said. 

The preliminary business portion of this briefing had already been settled. A copy of their agreement, complete with a nondisclosure clause had been signed by Grady Nicholson and scanned back to Devin. Tomorrow morning, a fifty-thousand-dollar retainer fee would hit Grady’s bank account. Grady had zero doubt the money would be there when his bank opened.

“You’ve no doubt heard of the case against Teck Athletics,” Devin continued suddenly grave, as if he were bringing up the subject of a mass murder.

Grady did a quick scan of his memory. There had been a story some months, maybe even a year, back. He wasn’t clear on the specifics as it hadn’t been all that important to him at the time. It was just another news story about some megabucks corporation getting caught taking shortcuts on the quality of one of their products. Happened all the time. It was something to occupy the mind for a few minutes before being filed away along with the many other stories similar in nature. 

“I remember it vaguely,” Grady answered honestly. “Something about a defective sneaker if memory serves me right.”

“Correct. Except it’s more than just any sneaker, it’s their premiere model. Something called the Teck760 which I’m told is supposed to be their bread and butter. One of those high-tech, specialty shoes in the mid three-hundred-dollar range.”

Grady didn’t know much about high priced sneakers. He always bought his on sale from one of the local department stores and he refused to pay more than a hundred dollars for any of it. As far as he was concerned, anything above that price was pure overhyped nonsense that only the suckers fell for. 

“Okay, so where does the kid come into this?”

“Kid’s some kind of top prospect or he was. Basketball player. That’s until he had an accident at some tournament,” Devin said, and Grady could hear him shuffling through some pages. “Kid tore through one of his shoes. Bad stuff supposedly. Broke his ankle which is bad enough. Worse, he completely blew out a knee. Torn ligaments in both the ankle and the knee.”

“Let me guess. The shoe he tore through was the ultra-advanced Teck760,” Grady said, and the story was starting to come back to him: High School kid, full of promise until his expensive shoes let him down. Not just a top prospect for the college recruits but one of the top ten prospects. Tough break, kid. He had his choices narrowed down to Duke, UConn and one other college Grady couldn’t remember.

“You got it. Bad stuff if it’s true. The ankle’s probably going to be alright in time, but it was a bad knee injury, supposedly the worst kind. The doctors put him back together again and maybe the Unis are still interested, maybe not. It’s going to take a lot of rehab, and let’s just say his prospects of becoming the next Michael Jordan in the pros have been considerably dimmed.”

Okay, well...,” Grady trailed off. So far as he could see there wasn’t anything the least bit fishy about what Devin had just told him except for the “if it’s true” portion of his statement which seemed to imply there was more to it.

“Here’s the thing,” Devin continued. “The boys over at Teck Athletics smell a rat. Oh, they acknowledge it could’ve been a faulty shoe that caused the injury even though they haven’t come right out and admitted it, and they’re willing to settle out of court. They’ve already offered a settlement in the hundreds of thousands.”

“But the boy and his mother turned them down,” Grady guessed, finishing Devin’s statement.

“Sure, they did. Only I’d bet my last dollar it wasn’t the boy and his mother who turned them down, it was their damned lawyer. Because they didn’t hire just any lawyer, they hired Anderson Finch. And I’d also bet my last dollar it wasn’t they who found Anderson Finch, it was Anderson Finch who found them. Probably took them on, free of charge as long as he gets a generous piece of the pie when the lawsuit is paid. If you don’t know who Anderson Finch is, look him up. He’s got quite the record for representing athletes against the big boys.”

Grady already knew who Anderson Finch was. He was a well-known attorney to the sports stars. His face popped up often in the news. At one point or another, he had successfully sued the NFL, the NBA, the NHL and probably the MLB, some of them a few times over. In one highly publicized case, he helped some player sue his agent who, it was discovered, had been bilking his unsuspecting clients out of much of their fortunes for decades. That unfortunate agent was now a two year and counting resident at the Wyoming State Penitentiary. If the kid and his mother had retained the services of Anderson Finch, a several hundred-thousand-dollar settlement offer wouldn’t do. Like Devin Ferguson, Anderson Finch only handled the big jobs. Nothing less than several million would be acceptable. 

“Alright, so at what point does it get shady? Given the ridiculous salaries they pay professional athletes these days, I’m not surprised they turned down a few hundred thousand. Why are the Teck boys crying foul?”

Devin paused on the line and Grady wasn’t sure if he was reading through his notes or just hesitating for dramatic effect. 

“It’s the kid,” Devin finally replied. “Something’s going on there that maybe don’t add up. The family’s not being up front about everything. At least that’s what Teck Athletics suspects. Either the injury isn’t as serious as they’re portraying or there’s more to how he got hurt.”

“Faking it?” Grady said, his interest piqued.

“Don’t think so, entirely. Not the injury itself but maybe the severity of it. The Teck boys seem to think something might even be off about the way it happened. Hard to tell though because the doctors back them up and the mother’s not being too cooperative in going any further. That’s where we come in. More directly, that’s where you come in. I need you to find out as much as you can about the kid. His mother and lawyer are being very protective of him right now. Meanwhile, Finch is turning up the heat. He’s threatened to go mega-public if Teck doesn’t offer up something more attractive. I need you to get around the mother and the lawyer. I need you to dig as deep as you can.”

Grady knew what going mega-public meant. A full court press, so to speak. Anderson Finch had done it before with the now incarcerated agent and the major sports leagues. He would hold press conferences detailing Teck Athletics’ reluctance to fully own up to their wrong doings. He would dig up every person who’d ever tried to sue them in the past and several who hadn’t. He would hire specialists to throw doubt on the integrity of Teck’s products and question their ethics. By the time Anderson Finch was done with them, Teck Athletics might find themselves selling their fine sneakers for less than one hundred dollars, themselves.

Find out more about the kid. I could do that, Grady thought. But how much more and by what methods? There was a limit to how much he could dig up, conventionally. If Devin wanted more, well then, he would have to get unconventional and that could be tricky, leading to a walk on the outer edges of legality. There was a reason his special phone line was reserved for his special clients. The clients who called him on this line didn’t call for polite reports on wayward spouses. His special clients understood unconventionality and usually paid him well for his discreet handling of such.

“How dirty am I allowed to get here?” Grady asked outright in a businesslike voice of his own. He didn’t have to worry about Devin not understanding. Devin understood.

“As much as necessary,” came Devin’s cool response. “Only nothing too over the top, stick only to what’s necessary. We’re talking several millions of dollars at stake here with the lawsuit not to mention several millions more in losses due to the potential damage to Teck Athletics’ reputation if Finch follows through on his threats to go mega-public. And a generous payday at stake for you and I if we find the dirt Teck is looking for. Teck Athletics didn’t retain my services to play nice, but you just make sure you don’t tip your hand. You get caught with your pants down, you don’t know anything about Teck Athletics and you and I don’t know anything about each other. We never met. Understand?”

Grady understood this completely. Whatever methods he chose to employ would leave him to sink alone if he screwed up badly. But Teck Athletics hadn’t contacted Devin Ferguson to play nice, and Devin hadn’t subcontracted him to play nice either, Grady thought. Devin knew this was his real specialty. 

Sure, he could find what Teck needed to know about the kid one way or another. He desperately needed this job. 
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T

he old house sure was dusty. That’s the thing Danny Perkins noticed immediately three days ago when he had first set foot in the place. Dust on the shelves, dust on the light fixtures, dust on the covers that protected the furniture, dust on the windows. There had even still been dust in the air. They’d opened all the windows. That was one of the first things they’d done and that had helped immensely. The fresh air had chased away the stale, lingering air which must have been trapped inside for years. They’d dusted good yet, three days later he was still finding places they’d missed. 

Such a big old house of dust, he thought with more wonderment than distaste. They’d probably be finding places they missed for months to come. 

Their things had arrived today, and it was time for he and his family to get down to the real business of putting those things into some kind of order. It was time to settle in so that it felt more like home instead of like they were guests in someone else’s house or at a hotel. The things, their things had arrived and that was good. The familiarity of their own things helped.

He was in his bedroom. The big old four post bed with the saggy mattress he spent the first three nights on had thankfully been taken out by the movers, dismantled and hauled downstairs to the basement for storage. His bed, the one he was well used to, now stood in its place. Although it was a double bed, it still looked small compared to the mammoth it had replaced. It didn’t look right sitting in the middle of the floor in the room which was almost twice the size of the one it had formerly occupied. Danny decided it might be better if he moved it against the wall just beneath the window. He almost had it where he wanted it when his little sister burst into the room.

“Daddy says you have to come help me move my bookcase,” she announced.

“I don’t believe I heard you knock, Lizzie,” Danny scolded, trying to look stern.

“That’s because I didn’t,” she answered saucily. “And don’t call me Lizzie. It’s Liz.” She hopped on the bed he was still pushing. In one arm she held a rather large white rabbit. She smoothed its fur with her free hand and whispered soothing words to it.

“Off!” Danny demanded but not really meaning it. He never got too angry with his sister and the rule that she knock before entering was a new one he was trying out. At sixteen years old, he figured it was time to demand a little privacy. But Lizzie was okay for an eleven-year-old. She wasn’t annoying most of the time like some of his friend’s younger siblings and she knew how to keep a secret if needed. He always thought he lucked out in the sibling department with her. “What’s the matter with the Lumpster?”

“Lumpy crawled behind a dresser and got all covered in dust. He was terribly upset,” Liz said dramatically.

“I doubt Lumpy even knew he had anything on him,” Danny said. He was frowning but amused. “I don’t think the little carrot muncher notices much of anything except when it’s time to eat.”

“Shows how much you know,” Liz sniffed, pretending indignance. “Lumpy is very sensitive.”

Sensitive, Danny thought. He was amused by his sister’s words. He didn’t believe it. Why they couldn’t have gotten something with a little personality like a dog or even a cat was beyond him. All that rabbit was good for was looking cute and pooping. Then an idea occurred to him: with this move, maybe they could get a dog. A big one like a husky or a German Shepherd. He brightened at this new possibility.

“Are you going to help with my bookcase or not? I have tons of books I need to put away.”

“Sure, Squirt. Go on down to your room and I’ll be there in a few.”

“And don’t call me squirt either! It’s Liz,” she said before jumping off the bed and heading for the door.

Danny smiled after her. This was a game they’d played pretty much since Lizzie had learned to speak. Sometimes he was the antagonist, other times it was Lizzie who took on the role. It was harmless play between the only two children in the family and they both understood it.

“Hey Squirt,” Danny called after his sister who turned around with a questioning expression.

“Yeah?”

“That bookcase move. It’s going to cost two chocolate Zingers. Grab two for yourself and try not to let dad catch you this time.”

“Raspberry Zingers!” Liz enthused. “You can have your old chocolate Zingers, but I’ll take raspberry. And dad wouldn’t have caught me the other time if I’d wiped the crumbs from my mouth.” She happily skipped away to her mission with Lumpy the rabbit bouncing in her arms.

The bed was in place now. He decided not to push it all the way against the wall. He left enough space so that he could dangle his feet off the side and look out the window. His window looked out onto the property next door.

Unlike the ancient old house he and his family now occupied, the house next door was more modern in style. It wasn’t exactly brand new, but it was definitely not like their home which was built sometime in the 1950’s. The lawn next door was neatly manicured and that brought to mind the new chore he was now tasked with of mowing their own unkempt lawn at least once a week. From his high vantagepoint he could see his neighbors had a rather large patio.

That kid was out there again. Danny had seen him on the second day of his arrival. He looked to be close to his age, which Danny was happy about. Maybe his neighbor was someone he could possibly make friends with. Maybe the kid could give him some ins and outs about this little town. 

He had somewhat of a brief encounter with the kid two days ago. The house they’d moved into, the one his father had inherited from his own father, Danny’s grandfather, needed a lot of work after a decade’s worth of mostly neglect. Danny had been trimming some unruly bushes when he spotted the kid walking with an adult, most likely the kid’s father, up the sidewalk leading to their house.

The kid and the adult were having a discussion and from what Danny could pick up from the tone, it wasn’t a happy conversation. The sharp voice and pointed words of the man the kid walked with was for certain of a scolding quality. At one point, just before heading up the steps which led to their porch, the boy had looked his way. Perhaps he glimpsed movement or heard the hedge trimmer Danny was using. They’d locked eyes for a second. Danny had given a quick wave, but the kid had just turned back at the sound of the man’s voice without acknowledging the friendly gesture.

Yesterday, Danny looked out of his window which looked directly down on the neighbor’s back yard. The kid had been out there on the patio doing a peculiar thing. He was dribbling an imaginary basketball and seemed to be pretending he was in a game. It wasn’t so much what he was doing as it was the intensity with which he was doing it. He would dribble the invisible ball a few times, stop, fake right, fake left then go right again, pretending to shoot with such determination that you’d think there were two or three people trying to stop him. He would repeat the moves over and over again, always with the same serious intensity. Phantom jump shots, layups, fadeaway shots, dribbling between his legs against invisible yet seemingly formidable foes. No real basketball, no real defenders, not even a backboard or a hoop for him to practice with. It was just him alone on the empty patio. It made for a rather comical sight. Danny must have spent a good ten minutes watching the peculiar display.

Today he was back at it. The same moves and the same amount of serious intensity. Again, Danny watched him for a while. He knew Lizzie would soon be back if he didn’t pull himself away to go help her. He was just about to leave when he saw the adult the kid had been walking with two days ago.

The man stepped into the back yard, took one look at the kid and froze for a second with his mouth open in what seemed to be astonishment. Then his mouth clamped shut, drawing down angrily. In a series of bounding steps, he rushed across the lawn to the concrete patio where the kid, oblivious to the man’s presence, continued to play his invisible game.

Danny saw the man’s scowl deepen and heard him shout something at the kid. He couldn’t exactly make out the word that was shouted but he thought it sounded like, Clayton. The kid stopped abruptly, frozen in place with his back to the man. His expression seemed to say he knew he was in trouble. The man grabbed him by one arm and spun him around so that the kid faced him. 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” The man’s voice, muffled because Danny’s window was presently closed, filtered into the room.

The kid said something in return which was too low for Danny to hear. Whatever it was, it didn’t make the man any happier. The man’s voice was lower now, and Danny could no longer make out any of the words. However, the scowl only deepened as he released the boy’s arm, grabbed him by both shoulders and spoke with his face inches from the kid’s. It was an intense scolding from the looks of things as the man shook the kid a few times to punctuate his words. The kid looked at the ground mostly while the man berated him, and Danny felt a little sorry for him. Finally, the kid was released.

The man looked around until he spotted something on the grass near the patio. “There!” He exclaimed loud enough for Danny to make out what he was saying once more. “There! You put it back on right now!”

The boy, now looking defeated, lumbered over to where the man had been pointing and picked up an object that looked at first like some type of boot. Danny studied it but from where he sat, couldn’t tell if he had been correct. Then the kid sat down on the grass, took off his sneaker and slid the thing on. It wasn’t until he saw the kid fasten the metal pieces that ran along the sides of his leg beyond his knee that Danny realized it wasn’t a boot, it was a brace. 

The man pointed at the brace as the kid stood back up and uttered more angry words that Danny couldn’t hear before turning away and walking hurriedly back into the house. Even his steps, no longer bounding, looked angry to Danny.

His game forgotten, the kid slowly followed the man into the house. The brace caused him to limp just slightly or maybe the limp had already been there, but Danny hadn’t noticed it.

Interesting, Danny thought. Very interesting, indeed.
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W

here were they now? He wondered in panic. He didn’t like being afraid. It wasn’t like him to panic but this was different. This time he had maybe gone too far. Even he had to admit it.

One day that mouth of yours is going to get you into serious trouble! 

That’s what his big brother used to say to him, usually in the heat of one of their intense arguments. Usually, the warning came just after he had lipped off to his brother perhaps a little too harshly. His brother, five years his senior and now a sergeant in the army, could easily clobber him back then and sometimes he did just that to remind him. Sometimes the warning came just after the clobbering. At those times the warning would come with an additional caveat as the sniffles from his latest cry died down. 

One day that mouth of yours is going to get you into serious trouble! I took it easy on you but one day somebody else might not.

Michael Baxter was pretty sure that day had finally arrived.

In the distance he heard the roar of a crowd. A baseball game was in progress. It was one of the company versus company games that was so important to the people of this town. But the game was all the way on the other side of the park. None of those people could be called out to for help now. The other side of the park was a world away as far as he was concerned. He would never make it there before they chased him down. He had made a mistake running to this area. He realized this too late.

He was in the woodsy area of the park, the part they called the lover’s coves. It was secluded with several little nooks and almost cave-like hideaway areas, for privacy. Michael could easily understand why the area had earned its nickname. It was both a legendary and fabled hang-out for teens. A place where legendary occurrences happened along with fabled exaggerations. 

Presently, Michael didn’t see any lovers snuggled up in any of the hideaways. From his vantage point behind a large oak tree, he saw only two teens in the distance, and they certainly weren’t lovers. Their names were Bernie Shefter and Bruce Baines. 

Bernie and Bruce were hunting for him, had him pretty much cornered with no place left to go. They didn’t know where he was, and Michael thought that was his last remaining advantage. 

Bernie and Bruce were bad news. They were the proverbial one-two-punch, sometimes quite literally. There was a reason Bruce sometimes went by the nickname of Bruise. Alone, Bruce wasn’t so bad, usually more bluster than action. But when he was together with Bernie Shefter, his hoodlum mentor, was when he was at his worst. That was when he proudly allowed himself to be used as the heavy; a big, dumb battering ram. Bernie on the other hand was a bad seed all around, with or without Bruce. He had a bright future ahead of him at the Pennsylvania Correctional Facility. Everyone at Monteverde High School knew it.

Why he had to shoot off his mouth to Bernie and Bruce, he didn’t know but here he was. Worse, he had shot his mouth off to Bernie and Bruce in front of Bernie’s older brother, Blaze and his friends.

Michael wasn’t afraid of either Bernie or Bruce alone. He would fight either one without hesitation. It was Blaze who gave him pause. If Bernie had a foreseeable future at the Pennsylvania Correctional Facility, it was safe to say Blaze had already begun his career there, having served two short stints already in the five years since he had been kicked out of high school. One could say Blaze was living up to his name. He was blazing a trail for his little brother to follow.

* * * *
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IN HINDSIGHT, MICHAEL realized he would’ve been a lot better off if he hadn’t come to the park, if he skipped the whole thing entirely. He hadn’t even planned to come here. He had someplace else to be. But he had heard the roar of the crowd as he passed by and remembered there was a baseball game in progress. One of the biggest. Today’s game was between Bilbo’s Woodworks and the Westside Brewery, the town’s two best teams and the biggest rivalry. He really wasn’t much of a fan of the local teams, but he did enjoy the intensity of a good rivalry. He only meant to take a quick peek, maybe stay just long enough to catch a drunken brawl in the stands. Nothing happened in the twenty-five minutes he had watched and, having grown bored, he left. That was when he walked past Blaze Shefter’s Challenger in the parking lot. 

Anyone who knew Blaze Shefter knew that his green, custom-painted Dodge Challenger was his pride and joy. Blaze must have been a fan of Spiderman because he dubbed it the Green Goblin. And since that’s what he dubbed it, it was what the halfwits who seemed to constantly surround him called it as well. In case anyone forgot, Blaze had the name, Goblin stenciled on each of the metallic flaked rear flanks.

Beautiful paint job, Michael had thought as he strode past. Probably cost more alone than what the whole car is worth.

Blaze had the hood up with three of his buddies huddled underneath along with him. He was doing one of the endless tweaks that guys like him seemed to always be doing to their vehicles. God only knew what, and Michael didn’t care. Likewise, Blaze and his friends were about as concerned with him as they were about who was currently pitching in the game or which team would eventually win. In other words, their interest in him was zero.

Too bad for Michael, such wasn’t the case for Blaze’s little brother and his little brother’s friend. Bernie and Bruce had been off to the side, both straddling their hi-boy bicycles. Michael guessed they hadn’t been deemed old enough to ride in the car with the big boys yet. It had been Bruce who noticed him first and because he was hanging around Bernie and the big boys, he couldn’t resist the opportunity.

“Hey, it’s Michelle Baxter, Monteverde High’s real homecoming queen!” Bruce called out from behind him. He nudged Bernie who’d been craning his neck to get a better look at what big brother and friends were doing under the hood. Bernie’s gaze shifted away to see who Bruce was currently heckling. Buoyed by the added attention from his friend, Bruce continued. “Lookit her prance! Lookit her shake her stuff!”

Bernie picked up on Bruce’s line of mockery and figured this was as good a time as any to show Blaze how things went down at good old Monteverde High these days. How, since Blaze had vacated the hallowed halls, it was he, Bernie Shefter who now ruled the school. “Shake it, Ms. Michelle!” He hollered after Michael, joining in on Bruce’s taunting. He cupped his hands around his mouth as if he needed to be louder. “Shake it nice and sweet. Shake it like you do for the boys on the football team!”

I should keep moving, Michael thought. It’s two against one, not to mention Blaze and his friends. I should just keep it moving. Let them have this one. It’s a bad situation, who’d blame me? Instead, as if on their own accord, his feet turned him around so that he faced the two.

“Shake it?” Michael said, frowning deeply at the two. “And what exactly is it I’m supposed to be shaking, Bernie?”

Bernie Shefter was taken aback momentarily by the question, but he recovered quickly enough. After all, he was in front of Blaze, so he had to recover quickly. “Shake that big beautiful, girly ass of yours, that’s what! Shake it like you do in front of the boys on the football tea—”

“You boys looking at my ass, Bernie?” Michael frowned even deeper with the question, feigning incomprehension. And now Blaze and his friends had popped their heads from under Green Goblin’s hood to take in the exchange.

Michael recognized two of them. One was Scott Hopper, a local miscreant who worked at his father’s garage. Scott was still wearing his dirty gray work shirt. The oil smeared name on his shirt read, Hopper Jr. to differentiate from his father, Scott Hopper Sr. The second friend was Latrell Staley. Latrell was a holdover from Blaze’s Monteverde High days. He had once been to Blaze what Bruce was currently to Bernie, a second in command. Their high school days were long over but some habits died hard, Michael supposed. Blaze had been Latrell’s ticket to popularity back then so why should he let a few things like high school graduation or a few stints in jail keep him from his old buddy?

The third friend, Michael was unfamiliar with. As far as he knew he had never seen him before. He was a short, stocky man with thick, stocky arms. He wore a black t-shirt with the Harley Davidson logo emblazoned in orange across the front. His sleeves bunched up above his rather large biceps so that it appeared the shirt was too small for him, even though it wasn’t. Only the sleeves were too tight. The man had obviously spent some time in the weight room. Beneath the large biceps were forearms covered in non-discernable tattoos. These weren’t tattoos done up at a fancy tattoo parlor. The crude, purplish renderings had the amateurish appearance of drawings done by an acquaintance rather than an artist. 

Prison tattoos, Michael thought. Maybe he was a friend from one of Blaze’s stints in lockup. Maybe the guy had gotten the tattoos and the oversized biceps during his time in the slammer.

Although the temperature was in the lower 80s, Mr. Short and Stocky wore a gray wool skullcap pulled almost down to his eyes. His scruffy mustache and goatee seemed to round out his friend-from-lockup persona.

“What did you say?” Bernie said, ominously. There was suddenly a lot riding on this exchange with everyone watching and the boy knew it.

“You asked me to shake it, Bernie,” Michael continued in his new seriously inquisitive tone. “I believe you both did. Now, near as I can tell, what we have here are a couple of guys asking another guy to shake his ass for their pleasure. Am I getting this right?”

Blaze’s friend, Scott Hopper snickered at the question. Blaze, himself, looked on, stone-faced. His little brother was being put on the spot by some wise-ass and all he knew was, Bernie had better not let this kid get the best of him.

“We can’t help it,” Bruce trumpeted, and Bernie wished he would shut up now. They were treading dangerous waters with Blaze and his friends listening in. “Ain’t that what cheerleaders do? Don’t they shake it for the boys on the team?”

“I suppose you might be right about that, Bruce. You’d have to ask one of the cheerleaders though. I’m not a cheerleader I’m an equipment manager.” This line of mockery wasn’t new to Michael. Bruce had been running with the lame joke ever since the end of the football season. 

Michael had originally tried out as a kicker but was beaten out quite convincingly by some freak of nature from the soccer team. But Coach Alden liked him and had allowed him to stick around. Not long after he was cut, Coach had encouraged him to become one of the team managers. Basically, what it meant to Michael was that he got to goof around with the team and the other managers, travel with them and get into all the games free of charge. It was something to do and the next best thing to playing, so he took the job.

Bruce Baines wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, Michael knew that. Probably, he lacked the attention span to sit through an entire game. Likely, the boy had never attended any of them. That fact hadn’t stopped him from flaming the male cheerleaders one day and including him by association. He had gotten primo laughs, as Bruce would think of it, that day so he was always happy to revisit the topic.

“Equipment manager,” Bernie said with his best disdainful sneer and trying to steer the conversation away from the now dangerous topic of ass watching. “Does that mean you get to keep all the boys’ jockstraps in order? Are you a jockstrap jockey, Michael?”

This earned a laugh from Scot Hopper and a tentative half smile from Blaze.

“Not exactly, Bernie. Even if I were though, it would still beat hanging around in parking lots, asking guys to shake their asses for you.”

Blaze’s smile disappeared.

“Sheeee!” Scott Hopper whistled laughter through teeth that had already begun to lose their luster due to a smoking habit which had begun when he was thirteen. It was the same laugh he used whenever he was farting around with the boys at his father’s garage. It meant somebody had dropped a gut buster.

“Where’s your girlfriend, Bernie?” Michael continued. He was getting on what his brother would call a roll, and he was almost unable to stop himself. “You do have a girlfriend, don’t you? What would she say about you and your buddy here hanging out at the baseball games, asking guys to shake their asses for you?”

Everyone quieted at the question in wait for Bernie’s response. Bernie felt flushed and a little embarrassed. Dumbass Bruce! This kid, Michael wasn’t one of the timid ones. He wasn’t one of the kids who scurried for cover if you yelled too loudly. Why did Bruce have to open his mouth and start down this particular alley, leaving him to clean it up?

“You ain’t no dude,” Bernie began, feeling Blaze’s eyes on him. “You’re Michelle Baxter, Monteverde High’s homecoming quee—”

“I’ll bet you don’t have a girlfriend, do you Bernie?” Michael interrupted. “Unless...” He trailed off and looked slowly and pointedly at Bruce then back at Bernie, both of whom were still straddling their bicycles. He brightened and smiled as if a fresh thought had just dawned on him. “Oh, I get it. His and her matching bicycles! Were they an engagement present or did you buy them, yourselves? You boys registered at Bed, Bath and Beyond or somewhere? Let me know. Maybe I can take up a collection. Get you a nice sheet set.”

“Oh fuck!” Scott Hopper wheezed harder in laughter. “Oh sheeeit! Matching bicycles! His and her fucking matching bicycles. Oh, sheeeit!” To Scott Hopper, it didn’t matter whose side you were on. Dropping a gut buster was dropping a gut buster and the gut busters deserved to be laughed at.

Like some kind of synchronized duo, Bernie and Bruce simultaneously swung their legs over their bicycles and got off. Michael knew he was approaching dangerous territory if he hadn’t already breached it. Expressing doubt about the sexuality of a couple of goons like those two was pretty serious business, even if said goons had done the same to him first. 

Bernie advanced slowly.

“Let me pump five of these into him, Bern,” Bruce said from behind Bernie. He was waving his fist as if he was itching to let fly. 

Pumping five into somebody was Bruce-speak for delivering one of his semi-legendary right crosses. Last year, he had a dispute in woodshop with someone over which project was better: his wooden coin holder or the kid’s wooden key rack. The class liked the key rack better. The unfortunate kid had apparently celebrated the decision a little too hard for Bruce’s liking and before he knew it, wham-o! The kid, a scrawny character nicknamed Acorn for reasons Michael didn’t know, found himself laid out unconscious on the floor, his class-winning key rack broken in two beside him for good measure. 

Bruce had been sent home for the day for that one, an action the boy likely saw more as good fortune than anything else.  Bruce Baines and school weren’t exactly a match made in heaven. By his third day back, buoyed by his new reputation, Bruce had been threatening to pump five knuckles into just about anybody who opposed him. 

Despite the reputation, Michael almost longed for the day when Bruce would come after him. Knocking out a scrawny, unsuspecting kid in woodshop was nothing to build a reputation off as far as he was concerned, and he suspected Bruce’s bark was worse than his bite once you challenged him.

Bernie didn’t see Bruce waving his fist behind him and didn’t take him up on his offer to let him pump five knuckles into Michael. He continued his slow advance then stopped.

“What you want to do, shithead, is get your sorry ass out of here before I make you regret you got out of bed this morning,” Bernie said grimly.

That was square with Michael. Bruce and Bernie had started in on him and he had fired right back. Fair trade. No need getting into it further with the numbers being in their favor. Bernie was offering him an out. He was saving face with his tough talk, but he was offering just the same and Michael thought the smart thing to do was to take it. Live to fight another day. 

He turned to leave but Blaze Shefter wasn’t happy with the way the exchange had gone. He didn’t like the way his little brother was about to leave things.

“Is that it, Bernie?” Blaze said. To Michael, his eyes looked hooded and serious, almost reptilian, something that he didn’t think would bode well in his favor. “Some little wise-ass cracks that you and your friend there are engaged and all you can do is ask him to leave?”

“Where’s your girlfriend?” Bruce said to Michael whose exit had sped up just a little at Blaze’s words. Blaze was escalating for trouble, and Michael recognized a newfound need to make tracks, expeditiously. “Bet you don’t have one either, do you?”

Bernie was glad his friend hadn’t shut up after all. Somebody needed to say something, and he was now at a loss after Blaze pushed for more. Bruce gave him just enough time to remember something important.

“Hey shithead,” Bernie called after Michael who hadn’t slowed down his retreat. “Ain’t you the kid whose dad left for some slut up in Norfolk?”

Michael stopped.

“Sheee!” Scott Hopper whistled/laughed through his teeth.

Blaze Shefter’s slight smile returned.

“Yeah, I remember,” Bernie continued, certain that he had just found the right mark and now stringing his insults together in a rush of words. “Stripper or something, wasn’t she? Left you and your family high and dry, didn’t he? I remember now. Didn’t your mother beg him not to leave? How’s she doing these days, Michael? She get lonely sometimes without her husband these days? She looking for a good screwing? When’s the last time you seen your daddy? Some kind of high-up at the bank, wasn’t he? Is he still up in Norfolk with the slut he left your mother for?”

The story was never going to go away, Michael thought miserably. It had unfortunately caught the local media’s attention years back. High ranking corporate executive for Peninsula One Financial leaves his job and family for mistress! His mother, still in horrified disbelief at the courthouse being interviewed by reporters because the divorce had gotten messy. Her bewildered tears and grief caught on camera for the whole town to see. The pain, the humiliation not just for her but for Michael and his brother. He hated his father for what he had done. 

But Bernie had gone too far. 

Michael turned around again, slowly. His father wasn’t the only one who’d brought shame to his family. 

“Yeah, that’s right Bernie. A stripper, or at least she was until he made her quit. I guess he wanted to make an honest woman of her. She has a nice house up in Norfolk. Stripping must’ve paid her well or maybe she inherited the place.”

“Or maybe your daddy bought it for her,” Bernie spat with a smile of satisfaction. This was more like it. He was sure Blaze was pleased with him now. “Maybe he took your college education money and bought his stripper girlfriend a house instead.”

“Maybe,” Michael said, pensively. “Real dick move on his part if he did. Maybe I’ll ask him about it next time he comes around. He comes around sometimes, you know? Tries to do the, ‘I’m still your dad’ thing. I usually don’t have much to say to him but maybe I’ll ask him the next time. It’s a free country and nobody’s stopping him from coming around, right? But here’s the real kicker, Bern. Are you ready for the real kicker?”

Bernie’s smile never faltered. He was enjoying this disclosure. He was making the little smart mouth squeal. Must’ve shaken the little fucker up more than I thought I could, he thought, triumphantly.

“What’s the real kicker, Mikey?” Bernie said, thinking there was no need to call him Michelle now. The little fucker was about to spill his guts.

“The real kicker is you can’t ask your old man shit when he comes around!” Michael said, his smile suddenly matching Bernie’s. “Your dad can’t come around whenever he wants because he’s locked in a prison cell somewhere in New Jersey, isn’t he? They don’t just let inmates go for weekend drives, do they? Not the ones who beat their wives into a month-long hospital stay and one of their kids into a coma. Those types have to be kept away from the sane people. It’s a free country for everybody except psychos like him. How’s your little brother doing these days, anyway? Is he ever going to be able to attend school again or is his brain permanently scrambled?”

The smile on Bernie’s face didn’t just falter, it evaporated altogether. He had just been verbally sucker punched. Michael wasn’t supposed to say things like that about his father, about any of the personal problems in his family. Not with everybody listening. Not in front of he, Blaze and their friends. It wasn’t just inappropriate it was outright disrespectful. What was wrong with the little fucker, anyway? 

He glanced around quickly. Everyone was staring at him now, speechless. Even Bruce’s eyes looked back at him in horrified embarrassment. In that moment, Bernie hated his friend for putting him in this position. What he also remembered, perhaps too late, was that Michael Baxter was a reputed jokester, a wisecracker, not somebody you wanted to get into a verbal altercation with, not if you didn’t want to end up with an entire classroom laughing at you. If only Bruce hadn’t bothered him of all people, none of this would be happening. Everyone was staring at him, and he didn’t have a witty comeback. The verbal sucker punch had left him flatfooted. 

“My father’s in Richmond, not New Jersey, you shithead!” Bernie yelled. It was the only thing he could think of to say. 

Nobody made a sound afterward for a few seconds. There was no whistling laughter from between Scott Hopper’s teeth to let him know he had done good, just the silence of expectation. He was supposed to say something else here, something to defend his family’s honor. He had nothing.

“Oh, he’s in Richmond. Well, that changes everything, doesn’t it?” Michael said sarcastically and nodding. “In that case, forget everything I just said.” He turned with a half-smile and restarted his retreat.

“Yeah, get the fuck outta here before I make you sorry you got out of bed this morn—”

“Bernie!” Blaze exploded. “You’re not going to let him get away with that shit! You gotta do better than telling him to get the fuck outta here!”

Bernie advanced two more steps at the sound of Blaze’s voice but he was uncertain. This time Bruce didn’t accompany him in perfect synchronization or otherwise. He was on his own, at least for now. Worse, he thought he knew what Blaze wanted from him, but he wasn’t sure he was up for it. He wanted him to kick Michael’s ass. Usually, he relied on his followers to do any fighting for him. He always told them he didn’t like bothering to get his hands dirty and they always believed him. 

“Where are you off to in such a hurry, shithead? Did your boyfriend tell you not to be late or something?” Bernie ventured with much less confidence than he had when he was co-signing Bruce’s Michelle Baxter quip.

There were times in his life when Michael’s mouth had indeed gotten him into trouble, of that much he was aware. But usually, he knew how to toe the line, how to get right next to the edge before backing away. Because what was beyond the line was no man’s land, so to speak, and no man’s land was a place where the outcome was never guaranteed. No man’s land wasn’t a place you wanted to visit too often, not if you valued your health. Michael knew he had already toed the line this afternoon, had in all probability stepped across it if only momentarily. 

You should stop talking now. The voice in his head with the sound advice suspiciously resembled his older brother’s. Michael stopped his retreat and turned around again.

“Do you think your old man ever worries, Bernie? I mean when his boyfriend tells him not to be late.”

“The hell are you talking about?” Bernie said, unsure where Michael was headed but not liking it and acutely aware he needed to be careful lest he found himself in a trap he couldn’t get out of. He was already wondering what he could possibly come up with in retaliation that Blaze would approve of.

“Oh, come on now,” Michael continued. “Don’t we all know what goes on in prisons?” 

Why are you doing this? Another voice in his head asked even as he was forming his next thought. This time, the voice didn’t sound like his brother’s. This voice was his own. But his mouth had suddenly become a runaway train. 

“Surely by now a few bubbas have taken an interest in him. Skinny guy like your dad. I hear they don’t like child abusers all that much in prison. Surely, a few of those big old bubbas have made him their girlfriend by now. Don’t you ever think about it?”

A moment of absolute silence ensued. In it, Michael became certain he hadn’t just crossed the line, he had just leap frogged himself right into no-man’s land.

Bernie’s lips moved wordlessly, like a fish gulping water. It may have been funny to Michael had this been in a different environment like a classroom or the school cafeteria where authority was always nearby to step in should things get out of hand. It would’ve been funny were he not presently in no-man’s land.

“You can’t...” Bernie stammered, astounded at Michael’s words. “You can’t say shit like that, you shouldn’t.” He looked around wildly at the others. This wasn’t the way things were supposed to have gone. Michael had lured him into a trap then produced a trump card and now he was left speechless for all intents and purposes. He looked to Bruce, but Bruce didn’t offer any more witticisms about Michael being Monteverde High’s homecoming queen, no mention of him being a cheerleader now. All Bruce had to offer was a big, dumb look of confused consternation. “You can’t—”

“God damn it, Bernie!” Blaze roared suddenly. In his anger, he flung a wrench he had been holding without regard to which direction he was flinging it or where it landed. That was unfortunate for him and perhaps everyone else as the instrument sailed into his car’s left front fender. It scraped along the side, leaving a scratch roughly six inches long in Goblin’s fancy paintjob. A collective gasp arose from everyone present, including Michael.

Blaze looked at the damage he just caused to his beloved set of wheels with a mixture of shock and disbelief. Everyone did. When he looked back up, his face was a mask of rage, his hooded eyes looking even more hooded now. He fixed his glare on Michael.

“You’re going to fucking pay for that,” he said in a low, even tone that sounded much more dangerous to Michael than if he had yelled at him. “You’re going to fucking pay with your life!”

Blaze advanced quickly, brushing past Bernie.

“Little shithead,” Bernie said, trying to match his big brother’s intensity. “Shoulda kept walking. Shouldn’t have stopped. Now you’re in troub—”

Blaze whirled back and, as quick as a striking snake, slapped Bernie in the mouth, mid-sentence. The sound it made was that of a cork being removed from a bottle of wine. 

“Shut up!” He ordered Bernie in a petulant rage. “Shut up because you ain’t got nothing worthwhile to say!”

Bernie may not have had anything worthwhile to say but Michael noticed he didn’t shut up immediately either. Bernie clasped both hands over his mouth with eyes wide open and watering in pain. “Ooh my Gawf!” He said through his clasped fingers. “Ooh my Gawf, my fuffking mouf, Baze!”

Blaze paid Bernie no attention. He had Michael locked in his sights again. Without looking down, he scooped the wrench up from the ground and, in one motion, hurled it at Michael.

He’s as quick as a cat, Michael had time to think even as he dodged to one side to avoid the flying instrument. It landed with a spark and skittered a few feet in the parking lot until it found purchase against the tire of someone’s mini-van.

“Wait a minute, man,” Michael began nervously and starting to back away, slowly. “I’m not the one who threw a wrench at your car. You should’ve been paying attention before you—”

“Gonna pay with your life!” Blaze roared and charged at Michael.

Blaze may have been as quick as a cat but fortunately for Michael, he wasn’t as graceful as one. He dodged the looping punch Blaze telegraphed at him with relative ease. The wild miss threw Blaze off balance, and he was betrayed by his cowboy boots as they slipped out from under him. Blaze landed rather embarrassingly on his butt with a grunting thud. 

Scott Hopper wheezed a short, uncertain laugh, unsure whether this qualified as a gut buster or not.

Fight or flight, Michael thought fleetingly. He wouldn’t run but Blaze’s rather ungraceful fall gave him the opportunity to restart his hasty retreat. Or so he thought.

He turned and began walking away, looking back the entire time to keep Blaze in his view. He fetched up against Bruce Baines’ rather solid frame. Bruce had flanked him without his knowledge somewhere between Green Goblin’s scratched fender and Bernie’s pop in the mouth.

“Going somewhere, shithead?” Bruce said with a dopey yet triumphant smile. In the distance the crowd in the stands suddenly roared over something that had just happened in the game. To Michael it seemed as if they were applauding Bruce’s question. 

The shithead gets stopped in his tracks! Hurray!

Blaze scrabbled to his feet, looking angrier than ever and Michael tried to walk around Bruce. Bruce caught Michael’s wrist in a firm grip and smiled rather blankly into his face.

“You ain’t going nowhere, man,” Bruce whispered and from this close proximity, Michael could smell the mixture of pickles and orange Tic-Tacs on his breath. “Gonna stay right here and take your lumps like a good little—”

“Get off of him!” Blaze roared, startling Bruce out of his semi-dazed delivery. Simultaneously, the wrench Blaze had already thrown twice that afternoon landed inches from Bruce’s foot. Bruce forgot about detaining Michael and danced away with an involuntary yip of surprise. “You’re going to pay for that shit,” Blaze continued, almost conversationally, single-mindedly. Blaze nodded toward his car as he closed in cautiously on Michael as if he were preparing for him to try bolting in some direction unexpectedly. “You’re going to pay for what you said about my daddy, too.”

Michael held his ground. He found that he was surprisingly more indignant than scared at Blaze’s words at the moment.

“Your daddy? Tell it to your little brother. He’s the one who crossed the line when he—”

“Gonna make you pay!” 

Had Michael not seen Blaze smack Bernie in the mouth with animal-like quickness, he might have been caught off guard. Instead, the piston-like punch which Blaze intended to land in the center of his face was avoided when he jerked his head to the left. Instead of the middle of his face, Blaze’s fist slid along the right side of his head hard enough so that his ear was left hot and ringing. Blaze tried to follow with an off balance right cross which missed badly, and his boots almost let him down again. Blaze skidded from the momentum of the missed punch but regained his balance, awkwardly righting himself. 

“Bernie, what the hell are you waiting for? A fucking invitation?” Blaze barked at his brother. “Teach this ass-wipe a lesson!”

Michael got it. Blaze may not have wanted Bruce in on it, but he intended to grant his brother full access. This was to be a family project of sorts. An avengement for insulting dear old dad.

Bernie lurched forward, forgetting for the moment about his pained mouth. His smile returned now that he understood exactly what Blaze wanted from him and Michael had time to register with mild satisfaction even at this moment that Bernie’s teeth had traces of blood on them from the slap Blaze had given him.

Probably bit into his lip, Michael thought fleetingly. Good!

Bernie advanced with both fists now balled at his sides, but Michael couldn’t afford to place all his attention on him. He thought Blaze and his magnificent flying wrench was much more dangerous. Michael heard Blaze coming up behind him. He turned to see just how close he was. Bernie saw his opportunity and let fly.

Michael couldn’t turn back fast enough to dodge the punch and Bernie’s fist bounced off the top of his head hard enough to rock it sideways. There was brief pain, but Michael was detached enough from it. He was in real trouble here. Whatever luck which had sustained he and his runaway mouth up until this point in his life seemed to have finally run out.

Blaze’s boot found the seat of his pants hard enough to send Michael stumbling forward, past Bernie.

Fight or flight, Michael thought again. He was badly outnumbered, and things had already gone from bad to worse. He hated himself for doing it but at that moment, with Blaze’s kick pushing him beyond Bernie, Michael chose flight.

His stumble turned into a trot which turned into somewhat of a gallop as he first passed Bruce who looked like he wanted no part of the action anymore after Blaze’s prior orders. Then he was passing Scott Hopper who made a lazy and noncommittal grab for him while smiling broadly. To Scott Hopper this was a game, just a part of dropping a gut buster.

“Get back here, ya mangy varmint,” Scott said in what Michael thought to be a pretty poor Yosemite Sam impersonation. 

Michael kept going.

“Grab him, dumbass!” Blaze roared in outrage at Scott’s lackadaisical effort from somewhere behind Michael. There was no good-natured impersonation in Blaze’s voice. This was pure-d, pissed off hoodlum. 

Blaze’s other friend, Latrell Staley didn’t seem to care. He let Michael trot/gallop right past him with a look that seemed to say he understood what Scott Hopper didn’t, and he wished him all the best.

Free, Michael thought with triumphant relief. He had gotten away from them.

As he was thinking this, a fist slammed into the side of his face hard enough that he momentarily saw stars and was knocked to the ground without realizing he was falling. He most definitely wasn’t detached from the pain from this punch. His entire head seemed to pulsate for a few seconds to the accompaniment of his heartbeat.

Michael shook his head a few times to clear the cobwebs. When he looked up, Blaze’s third friend, Mr. Short and Stocky was standing over him, looking grim and flexing his hand. Presumably it was the same hand with which he had just clocked him with. His skullcap was almost over his eyes now. It almost made him look comical.

“Little kiddie gonna talk and talk? Now little kiddie gonna run? No sir. Little kiddie gonna stay right here,” Mr. Short and Stocky said in a thick accent.

Can’t place it, Michael thought of the accent. Maybe Mexican, maybe somewhere in the deep south, but maybe a little mental retardation, too. At this moment, none of it mattered much. That wallop Mr. Short and Stocky had just delivered had been serious, quite possibly the hardest he had been hit in his life. Michael thought he understood now what his brother meant when he said other people might not take it so easy on him. By the way Mr. Short and Stocky was presently flexing his hand, Michael had the feeling if he stood back up immediately, another would be forthcoming.

“Little kiddie, yeah. He don’t look so smart now, do he?” Mr. Short and Stocky continued gravely.

But Michael had to get back up. He could sense rather than see Blaze closing in on him. He saw the one opening he thought he might have and decided to go for it, knowing it would be disastrous if he misjudged.

“Little kiddie, you ain’t got nothing else to say? You—”

Michael sprang to his feet at a crouch and charged him. With his head down, he caught the fire plug of a man in mid-sentence and completely off guard. Mr. Short and Stocky uttered a surprised, ‘OOF!’ as Michael rammed his shoulder into his stomach with as much force as he could muster in the short distance between them. The force of the blow moved the man back just enough. He stumbled and almost fell. To Michael’s chagrin, he regained his balance. 

Michael switched directions and accelerated even as the stumbling man managed to launch a punch that was well short of his face but unmistakable in its ill intentions. He was just about to hit full stride when somebody grabbed hold of the back of his shirt and just about brought him to an immediate halt. It was Bruce Baines who’d decided to rejoin the fray.

Michael looked back to see Bruce smiling dopily while hanging on to the tail of his shirt. He had both feet planted firmly as if he thought he was a cowboy and Michael was a runaway pony.

“You ain’t going nowhere,” Bruce managed to grunt in effort.

Michael was now being pulled backwards. That fact and Bruce
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