Bicycle Rendezvous

Part One: East of the River

By Randy Cragin

Please Note: Thisis an excerpt from the actual book and
Isintended for adult readers - Thank you.



i Bicycle Rendezvous Part One

©Copyright 2004 Randy Cragin. All rights reserved.

Thisisawork of fiction. Any resemblance to people living or dead is purely
coincidental and unintended.
No research was done in preparation of this work. Any ideas, situations,
circumstances, descriptions of places or eventsin time do not necessarily reflect
reality and is not meant to be used as areference or aguide in any way.

Cover Art by Marie White

Randy Cragin



Bicycle Rendezvous Part One 1

Part One

Chip Banes sat on top of the new bicycle. He was still half
inspecting it before launching. He was running his thumb along the
silver bar along the handle towards the black grip. Something
sparkled there, something more than average.

He knew all about average. He was average height, weight,
and intelligence. Fourteen, what a grand age to be at. His whole
life had been taken over, by acne and thoughts pertaining to sex.
The body was exploding with an impulse to do something. They
had as yet to tell him exactly what it might be. They didn’'t get
around to that shit until High School. But by then it was far too
late. Exposure was granted by the secret society of boys to share
stories, claims and adult magazines.

Imagination took over from there. There was enough word
of mouth to repopulate the planet once over if it were al true. He
glistened what he could and he disregarded the rest. Like Skimpy
Doyle's claim, at twelve he'd climbed in through the bedroom
window of Cynthia Rapport and did everything that was ever
talked about to her. They laughed, they always laughed, but he
never stopped telling it like was the God’ s honest truth.

Chip smiled at the gleam on the silver that seemed to be
surreal. He had a concept about it then. Real was all the things you
could see, touch, smell, taste, and hear of the world. Anything that
failed to jive with that standard had gone beyond, like his dreams.
They were plagued by the surreal of something indefinable. He' d
already been woken up many times in the middle of the night from
dreams that he was unable to recollect after a few minutes of
forcing himself awake. There was only one thing that could ease
him back into deep after that, the art of self-mastery. He was
working on a record of some kind he supposed. The chatter was
scarce on the subject. It was better to tell atale in accordance with
an imaginary get together than to talk about what really happens.

He moved onto the speedometer accessory, it came with the
whole package. It was marked up to sixty. He couldn’t imagine
himself going that fast on two wheels driven by human power, but
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it made him smile regardless, that if he ever did, he'd know. It
made him think of things going fast, like a bullet that ripped past
him the weekend before. He was to close to that shootout. Like
anything else, it just happened. It happened where he lived. He'd
only really been just outside. There was a space behind his
apartment building and the one behind it that wasn’'t quite an
alleyway as there was no street. It was fenced in and was basically
full of trash. It would hardly suffice as a yard to play in. The
buildings on both sides had back doors to it, either for means of a
fire escape or the fast way to get the trash to pick-up. Cans lined
the walls and were shoved to the street from there.

It was the trashcans that probably saved him. He' d only just
been sitting on the back steps when the gangbangers came over the
fence. It was easy enough to scale, he’d done it himself a few
times. Once he’'d caught sight of three guys coming in one way he
moved to head back into the building. That’s when he saw the guy
in front displaying a gun moving ahead. Since he had yet to be
seen and didn’'t want to, opening the door then would have only
given the gunner a target, he dropped off the steps and crouched
behind the cans. He caught sight of the rivals coming from the
other direction. They didn’t scale the fence though. They found it
wiser to shoot right through it.

Chip went all the way down then, holding his head down
like he'd seen in the war movies and was kissing the smelly dirt
when the trash can next to him pinged from a bullet before it
bounced off the cement steps right next to his head. If it wasn't for
the can it might have gone into his head.

It was all over rather quickly. Gunfire in the neighbor was
usually followed by sirens. The bangers would jump out of sight
and take it somewhere else, if it wasn't over. The ones on the
inside were actually passing through the door to his apartment
building. He heard them beating feet on the steps and the sound of
the door banging. They could disappear in there. There were three
abandoned apartments that had as yet to be fixed up well enough
for anyoneto livein.
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He' d waited an hour before going back inside and making
his way to his apartment, where his mother and little sister were
laying low by the couch. Sirens never came.

Chip leaned down to look at the pedals where his old
beaten down sneakers were. His thick black hair fell forward over
his head. It had been a while since the man with the lazy eye had
seen him to cut it short. He'd heard that the oils in one’'s hair
contributed to the acne. Letting it grow long allowed the ail to stay
in his hair instead of sweating down onto his face and his
shoulders. He had no proof either way, but at this point he was
willing to try anything. He'd also heard that if you were lucky
enough to find someone stupid enough to have sex with al the
time, it evened you out and they would just naturally go away.

He didn't think he’'d get that lucky on any given day let
alone dl the time. The idea was enticing though. He'd gone into
the drug store and bought a box of condoms on the off chance that
he might. The man behind the counter looked like he was going to
refuse to sell them to him. He was up on his tiptoes as it was, to
appear just a bit taler. It was what he'd said that had worked, not
the money on the counter. He'd said “Just incase, doubt it would
ever happen, you know?’” He' d shoved the box in his dresser below
the bottom drawer and he kept onein hiswallet.

Chip kicked the peda on the edge and watched it spin. It
was so unlike the last bike, which someone still found good
enough to steal. The pedal had to be cuffed hard just to get his foot
onit right. From there he rolled hisfoot on it asit failed to spin.

This new bike was specia. He' d been saving birthday and
Christmas money for the past six years. He'd no idea when he
decided to just save it all what it would be for. But he'd kept
stashing the money. When he'd finally gotten enough, one more
lawn mowed, to pay for half the bike his father had forked up the
other half. Chip could only imagine he’'d been saving money, too.
He'd told him after his bike had gotten stolen, the rusty old thing
that it was, that when he was ready he’' d pay half for another one. It
had given Chip something to look forward to, it aso finally told
him what he’ d been saving for.
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When he first showed his dad, the weekend warrior kind of
dad, which one he wanted, he'd said yes blindly. He probably
hadn’t imagined at the time that Chip would have his sights so high
and might just fail to ever see half the price tag. He then had him
looking at bikes at K-Mart, but he failed to be impressed. His dad
was tricky that way, he decided. He'd have less to fork out if Chip
had gone the cheap route. He found it hard to count on a dad that
only ever had him every other weekend, while the rest of the time
he' d just learned to live without him.

They’d aways drive. Every other weekend his dad would
pick him up in the big green car and they would drive all over the
damn place. As far Chip knew, he didn’t redly live anywhere.
He'd paid his child support and his mother barely talked about
him, except on those weekends and Christmas. Christmas he'd sit
still for a week and spend it with them, deeping on the couch,
whether his mom currently had a boyfriend or not, it was part of
some deal they’d made. What was weird was it was the only time
he'd spent with his daughter, Chip’s baby sister. She'd snuck into
the family right before he snuck out. He wasn't sure what the deal
was, but he had no custody of her and his mom wouldn’t leave her
alone with him. For some reason her concerns failed to flow over
into Chip spending time with him. He couldn’t quite figure it out
yet.

It wasn't all bad, some of the motels were nice and there
was aways the advantage of eating out. It was some how part of
his old man’s lifestyle, never having to cook. His mom cooked, she
cooked okay even, but it was a random event and wasn't
something he could live to count on. There were times when
coming home she’d be sat in a chair and staring blindly at the wall
for hours, meals forgotten. With Sabrina sat on the floor in sight
well enough to be viewed as being cared for until Chip came
home. He hated these days, they often followed a break up with her
last boyfriend, she’d had four since his father left and Sabrina was
amost six, so he imagined she was extremely unlucky about
finding a keeper. She’'d never even gotten around to marrying his
dad. They were just shacking up. Chip had made it to eight and
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Sabrina was already growing inside his mother when he decided it
was time to hit the road.

Chip wasn't even readly informed. He'd asked about him
for a few weeks before it was explained to him completely, he no
longer lived there, but he was sure to see him at Christmas. He
didn’t come back for weekends until six months had passed. He'd
gone out to California somewhere. It took him missing something
back home for him to come back, but the stories were sketchy.
Since he’ d missed the birth of his daughter, Chip found it unlikely
that was what had drawn him back. Chip hated him for the
following year before he got over it, by then they’d forgotten how
to talk to one another other. Other than saying what it took just to
get through, like what they might want to eat or which channel did
Chip want to watch while in the motel? Normally it was whatever
was on HBO, because he failed to see past one good channdl at
home and that’s when the TV did respond to a whack to the side.

There were times when Chip would first present him with
his report card, or an actual assignment that was sporting a large
red A or A plus. They were rare, but did happen. He showed
interest, but not for long, he'd get a smile out before hitting the
road again. He was just too damn quiet, which meant Chip was to
damn quiet. This caused him to have few friends, if he really had
any a al. He was somehow beyond wanting one. There'd been
Wayne Smith for a while. He was okay, for what they made of it.
He lived in a house, which was tempting enough for Chip to show
up once and a while on his own. His mom and dad were married
and together, this seemed to make Wayne better adjusted to life,
having things, which Chip didn’'t have, but he failed to care about
any of it.

It was after he’'d painted his bedroom black, filled it with
heavy metal band posters and smashed his Nintendo game to
pieces that Chip lost interest. He'd gone past his comprehension
and he'd found someone more his style, another heavy rocker. It
wasn't that Chip didn’'t like the music, he did, but the worshiping
of it was weird. He also came over half the time just to play the
game, which was now extinct in Wayne' s world.
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It was all about the bike now. His bedroom was bare of
things that other kids his age had. He was aso appreciative to get
clothes for Christmas and his birthday, especialy since he failed to
get much else. He was now staring at his sneakers, he could have
waited on the bike and replaced those first. They were throwing off
his look. He'd spend half his summer mowing lawns to earn
money and half of that went into buying food on top of the food
stamps. His mom worked, but she failed to really make any money.
He wasn't quite old enough to ask where the bulk of it went
instead he handled the food stamps himself. He' d done that for the
past two years, before that they had mysteriously disappeared for
two months and they were living off Ramen Noodles and toast
before he started checking the mail himself.

He' d take them out and then handed his mom the rest of the
mail. The mystery prevailed, because when he got them first, they
failed to disappear. She never mentioned it. He'd gone out and
bought food with them, she then cooked it. During the summer
he'd throw in some of his own green and get a little more,
especialy a brand name cereal Sabrina loved. His mom checked it
with him once, saying it was to damn expensive. He then politely
reminded her that he was the one buying the food did she want to
go back to doing it herself? She clammed up after that. He added
that to wall staring and decided she failed to have much more to
say about it.

He was older than his years, but still young enough to love
something anybody his age would. He' d finally caught up to it. He
was hardly suppressing his smile when his father showed up for
their weekend when he told him he had his half. He expected him
to cringe, to tell him he didn’t have the other half, it would have to
wait till next time, but he hadn’t. He'd smiled right back. When
he'd brought him back to town on Sunday afternoon they'd
stopped at the bicycle shop. Chip handed over al his cash and his
dad charged off the bike on his Visa. It was what he used to pay for
the motels and their meals. Chip had never asked about it more
than that. For all the things he didn’t know about his old man, he
still believed he worked and probably deserved to have the thing.
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There wasn’t enough time to ride it though. It was late. So
he dragged it up to their apartment and he stuck it in his room,
shoving the sagging bed completely out of the way for it to fit in
there. That was where he intended to keep it, too, in sight where he
dept. It wasn't going to be stolen like the last one. He half had it in
his mind they’d have to kill him for it, because it wasn't just his
pride and joy, half of it came from his father.

His mother was surprised, thinking his father had bought it
for him outright, he explained just how he'd gotten his half. He had
saved al his money. She told him she was proud of him and
stopped asking about it.

It was now Monday morning. He'd just gotten it outside
and was perched on it on the sidewalk, still admiring it all before
actually committing to go anywhere with it. It was already in the
heat of summer and by midday he'd have his shirt off. It was a
trade off for him, part of his self conscious nature didn’t want to
expose his shoulders with all the little red bumps aong them, but
he consoled himself that other than that he surely didn’t have
anything else to hide. Mowing lawns, some with prehistoric lawvn
mowers, some without motors even, saving him some money on
gas, had helped him build up his muscles. He thought he'd
augment that streak by joining the basketball team when he got
back in school, but he was still undecided. He was wary of
committing to something, which might keep him away from home
at dinnertime. He wanted to be there, just to make sure Sabrina was
getting a meal. In the summer, he tried to make sure he stopped by
long enough to see her eat lunch, too, but didn’'t always make it.
She was currently trying to master the peanut butter and jelly
sandwich, but he preferred to make them himself. Too much got
wasted on the counter tops when she made them. He couldn’t stand
her wasting the precious food and the last thing they needed to be
doing was feeding the roaches. They must have had plenty to eat to
support so many in one building already.

Chip looked up to see three other boys approaching. He
couldn’t quite cal them friends, but they hung out from time to
time. He avoided them specifically when they were smoking pot.
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He had enough problems. The last thing he needed to be doing was
fucking up his mind that way.

They rode their bikes up to him and stopped, facing off into
the street, appearing aimless, as they always did. They might not
have even stopped on that day it if it wasn't for the bike. They
were taking a look. Johnny sat up on his old style BMX with Clee
to hisright and Poke on his |eft. Poke immediately turned away, so
as not to be looking directly at Chip or hisbike, it failed to impress
Chip either way, he was looking and he knew it.

Clee, his name was formed by merging his first and middle
names, Charles Lee, was staring and sniffling. Johnny Walker, a
name that was classic for some old western gun fighter, turned to
look at Clee as he sniffled again. Johnny suddenly struck out with
his foot knocking the other boy and his bike down onto the cement
sidewalk. His head bopped the ground and he cried out.

“What the hell was that for?’ he shouted. Johnny didn’'t
answer right away. He turned to look at Poke who was facing back
the other way. As far as Chip could ever tell, he was aways
watching the other way. They acted like they were gangbangersin
regards to needing to always be on the look out. Johnny stayed
forward and Clee, when he was participating in the game was
looking either one side or another. Right then though, he was still
staring at the sidewalk. Poke glanced back at Johnny. Johnny
nodded towards Chip. Poke turned around to look more directly at
him.

“Roadrunner Red.” Poke said. Then he went back to
looking the other way. Johnny’s eyes went right up along the bike
and met with Chip’s. He failed to express anything with his look
though. While he stared he reached into his shirt and flipped open
a box and pulled out a cigarette. He put it in his mouth, but didn’'t
light it. HE'd do that often, practicing for the real thing. If he
smoked them every time he put one in his mouth, he’d become an
addict, like his old man. So instead he' d spend hours with one just
hanging out of his mouth making him look like a smoker until he
finally did light it up.

Randy Cragin



Bicycle Rendezvous Part One 9

Clee finally got back up and was rubbing the side of his
head where it hit the ground. He brought his hand away, checking
for blood when he saw none he went back to sitting on his bike.
Once he got settled again he sniffled loudly. Johnny’ s foot came up
again. Thistime Clee pulled himself out of the way only losing the
bike while maintaining his feet.

“What the hell Johnny?’ he questioned again.

“What?’ Johnny questioned right back, “I told you to stop
fucking with that shit.”

“You're the one who told meto try it.”

“l said try it, not marry it, you moron. Y ou keep that up and
you won't be hanging with us anymore.” Johnny promised. Clee
sniffled again and pulled his bike back up, this time out of the
reach of Johnny’s foot. Johnny slowly looked back at Chip, who
failed to engage in any kind of conversation. He was till in his
own little world with his new bike. They were just outside it
looking in at him. It was a specialty bike with a flip handle
adjustable seat and fifteen gears. It was built for him, too.
Somewhere between looking powerful like Johnny’'s BMX and
having the sleek look of a regular street bike, it had the hard steel
five star wheel rims, which would not bend like wire rims. It was
al new lightweight metal and he was ableto carry it around easily.

It wasn't any brand name either. The label on it sad
‘Widen’. Chip wasn't paying to much attention to that, it sold as a
mountain bike, but might actually be a ssmplified version of amore
professiona style bike. And it was roadrunner red that was part of
its appeal. Clee had himself a green K-mart special. Poke was
gporting a trick bike, part BMX aso, but longer and made for
wheelies and other things, like dancing.

He'd definitely outclassed them on this. He finaly just
smiled for his own joy in it, whether they were being jeal ous about
it or not, Clee was till to busy sniffling to really care. Poke had the
kind of bike he'd wanted, which just left Johnny, who might
actually be drooling, metaphoricaly.

“1 guess your old man finaly paid you off for making al
those kiddie porn films with you in them.” Johnny said, finaly

Randy Cragin



10 Bicycle Rendezvous Part One

speaking to Chip. Poke decided it was time for a trick. He pulled
his bike out from underneath him, popping it up on the rear whesel.
He held it between his knees while he spun the handle bars al the
way around in a clockwise direction with the wheel going with it.
Done the other way, with the front one on the ground and him
balancing on the bike and spinning and he was dancing.

Chip’s eyes locked on to Johnny’s, brown to baby blues.
He failed to be put out by it. Nothing was going to ruin his day.
“Yea” He said dowly, “l have something worth filming unlike
some people | know.”

Johnny smiled. The jabs were old. Chip couldn’t be treated
the same as the other two boys, he failed to act as a subservient to
Johnny. He' d always have something better to do and did it often.
It was Johnny wanting him to hang out anyway that settled them
into a more mutual interaction. Half the time it was Chip not
saying anything while Johnny moved between being friendly
towards Poke and mean to Clee, the other half was his ability to
match his wit.

Eventually the offer to smoke with them stopped. Chip had
said no one to many times. He was aso thinking Johnny might
wise up about it in due time, but he was currently still pushing
towards looking like a badass. The unlit cigarette was also a sign
of a certain amount of caution and since they seemed to follow him
blindly, Chip hoped he'd lead them away from all that shit when
he decided to do it himself.

Johnny leaned his head back looking up and spit out the
cigarette sending it up in the air. He put his head back down, like
he didn’'t care about it anymore, but then he caught it and set it
back between his lips without even looking. This seemed to amuse
Clee more than Johnny. It was his skill. Poke brought his bike back
down, spinning it around so that he was facing Chip.

“That thing actually work?’ Poke asked, “You been just
gitting on it for what an hour now?”

“It's magic.” Chip announced. They both laughed, Clee
was to busy staring off into to space to join them. When they
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stopped Johnny turned to look at Clee and see that his nose was
now bleeding, just alittle.

“Clee, time to go home to mommy, your nose is bleeding.”
Johnny informed him. Clee looked shocked, ran his hand across his
nose and stared at the blood. “I told you to stop doing that shit.
Eventually you won't even be able to smell your own shit, than
what are you going to do for fun?’

“Oh Jesus.” Clee said, suddenly panicked, “This never
happened before, Johnny.”

“Moron.” Johnny said and looked back at Poke who was
grinning, but not for any obvious reason. Clee was now busy trying
to clear up the blood and smearing it across his own cheek.

“Use your sleeve.” Poke suggested and laughed. Clee
decided it was a great idea and cleaned himself up withiit.

“I’m not doing it anymore.” He claimed.

“Yea, right.” Johnny said, “You said the same thing last
week after we told you, you were peeing in your pants.”

“1 did not.” He said. Johnny didn’t respond. Half of Clee's
ability to hang out with Johnny was that he was his second cousin,
having no where else to turn, he followed Johnny around like a lost
puppy dog and did whatever he told him to. Well up until now,
now that the white powder was over powering him and calling to
him continuously. Clee gave one last look at his shirt now covered
with his own blood and settled back down.

“So what's the plan?’ Johnny asked. Chip looked at him
again, pausing from checking things out on his bike, he was
memorizing it.

“Don’t know.” Hereplied.

“We were going to head to the strip, might be a good spot
for you to show that off.” Johnny offered.

“Y ou going to score?’

“No money.” Poke announced. Chip looked at him. This
was the other half of Clee’s right to hang out with them, he offered
up bills from time to time. Johnny had teased him with the wrong
thing so now the flow was currently dry.

“It'sgoing to get hot.” Chip said.
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“No shit Sherlock.” Poke responded.

“Might go all theway out to the lake.” Chip decided.

“You'recrazy.” Poke said.

“I’'ve gone al the way to the lake.” Johnny said. Poke
looked at him skeptically on his BMX, which really wasn’'t made
for the long haul. He'd seen him move it fast enough though,
usually before it went airborne off a jump and beat Poke every
time. Clee tried the jump once it was the cause of much hilarity.
He hadn’t gotten around to actually getting stitched back up until
he went home, still bleeding. They glared at each other for awhile.

“If you say so.” Poke finally relented, going back to
looking back and away again. Johnny turned back to Chip.

“I’ll go with you.” He offered. Chip had yet to hear it come
that way from him. Usually it was him offering for Chip to head
off with them and whatever they were doing. Every so often Chip
did go with them, after checking to make sure it wasn't about the
drugs, it was just about going somewhere. If Chip was going
somewhere else already, they usually just parted ways.

“I'm not going al the way to the lake.” Poke said, not
turning around.

“Fucking stay here then.” Johnny said.

“1 don’t think I'm alowed to go that far.” Clee said. Johnny
turned to look at him. Clee went to say something, stopped, then
spoke again. “1 guessif I’'m with you it should be fine.”

“Whatever, Moron. Y our heart will probably burst halfway
there though. Then we'll be calling you an ambulance.” Johnny
said.

“You're not serious.” Clee said.

“Try it.” Johnny said and viscously smiled at him, like it
would be fun to watch.

“Asshole.” Clee said. Thisonly caused Johnny to laugh.

“Better than being amoron.” He said.

“Dick.” He said. This time Johnny moved, coming off his
bike and swinging it around in one easy move. Holding the bike by
one handle bar, not letting it hit the ground, he grabbed Clee's left
ear. “Owe.”
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“What was that?’

“Owe, Dammit stop it.”

“l can't hear you, must be something wrong with your ear,
you can't tell your not speaking loud enough for me to hear you.”
Johnny explained as he continued to yank him by his ear. Both his
hands came up in response, causing him to loose control of his
bike, which hit the cement for the third time now.

“I'm sorry, | take it back. You're a cool dude, man, let go.”
Clee whined as he failed to be able to do anything physica to
protect himself.

“Cost you five bucks.”

“1 told you I’'m broke.” He explained.

“Fine, | let go, you leave. Y ou don’'t come back unless you
have five bucks for me, deal ?”

“Dedl, let go.” Clee whined. Johnny let go then quickly
slapped the side of Clee's head that was still sore from hitting the
pavement. “Owe.”

“Get lost.” Johnny said firmly. “1 have no more tolerance
for acoke head like you today.”

Clee looked twice hurt now, not for the physical abuse,
which he took way too much of, but for being sent away. He'd
have been able to buy his way out of it, he'd done it many times
before, but he’'d snorted up all his money and was now forced to
leave. He picked up his bike, got on it and headed back towards
where he lived. Once he was far enough away not to be heard,
Johnny turned to Poke.

“Go make sure he gets home.” Johnny said, “1 don’'t need
his mom calling my mom saying | up and left his sorry ass down
thisway.”

Poke didn’t even argue, he launched off on his bike and
shot on down the sidewalk. It wasn't to far away and Poke would
be back in about twenty minutes. It would be one of those rare
times when it was just Johnny and Chip. This was when Johnny
first appeared to actually be a person and not just a big bully,
which he was the rest of the time.
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“Trade yafor aminute.” Johnny offered up his bike. Chip’s
first thought was that he'd take off on his bike and ride around
before he got a chance to. Then there was the idea that he’d never
gotten on Johnny’s bike before. His old bike was never worthy of
the trade. He dlid off the new bike and they quickly exchanged
handlebars. Chip climbed on the BMX and was now able to admire
his new bike as it might appear with him on it. It was Johnny he
was looking at though.

He was fifteen aready, beating Chip by five months on
age, which still put them in the same school grade, while giving
Johnny more respect for being older, when he wasn't really so
much. He was aso not cursed by the hated red welts. His skin was
a shade darker than Chip’s own and it might just be a case of
genetics that was protecting him. Either that or he had found
someone stupid enough to have sex with all the time. Chip laughed
at theidea

Johnny looked back at him from the seat and messed with
the on the fly adjustment of the seat to compensate for his shorter
legs. He was essentialy making himself comfortable.

“This is sweet, Chip.” He said, “How the hell did you pull
this out of your ass with all that you don’'t have?’

“Been saving forever.” Chip replied.

“And mowing lawns. Can’'t see how you can get that much

money from just that.”

“Yea, Dad went halves.” He explained. Johnny looked
straight at him.

“You're fucking kidding me.”

“No.”

“Wow, | thought | was joking before, but he must really be
onaguilt trip.”

“He offered, | accepted, nothing more need to be said.”
Chip explained. Johnny looked at him again and then went back to
the bike, doing what Chip had been doing earlier, running his
thumb along the silver part of the handle bar.

“You still hanging with that guy, Wayne?’

“No.”
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“Good thing, | hear he's doing acid al the time now, hate
to see that happen to you.” Johnny said.

“Not that | ever would. | thought you did acid too?’

“Same as the coke, | only tried it. Man don’t ever do that
shit.” Johnny said, “I swear | keep trying to get Clee to stop, but
he's hooked. | feel so shitty about it. | don't know what to do. |
thought he could just try it with us and that would be it. Y ou know
just something to do once and then forget about it. He was to
chickenshit to try acid. That was just me and Poke. | lost track of
him. We both ended up on opposite sides of town, neither of us
remembers when exactly we'd left each other. Freaky weird shit
happens when you do that.”

“Trust me.” Chip said, “I don't need to try it to know
better.”

“Just one of the things I like about you.” Johnny said, not
looking at him he smiled, “I guess | don’t know any better, just a
sheep like everyone else.”

“1 thought you were awolf.” Chip said.

“Poke and Clee think I’'m awolf, but you see right through
all that.”

“You do act different when they are not around.”

“I"d like to say this is me and that other person is the
person they expect me to be, but who am | really kidding? | like to
smoke, not as bent up about it as the whole world. *Just say no.’
Y ou get that shoved down your throat so often you just say yes just
to drown it out.

“1 should be able to make my own damn choices without
everyone influencing me all the damn time. It’s like Dad smoking
like a chimney then telling me it’s bad for you. Well no shit Dad,
why the fuck don’t you just quit? Get a patch or something.”

“So why you have one in your mouth?’” Chip asked. Johnny
smiled again.

“Don’t | look like aganstato you?’ he asked.

“No.”

Johnny pulled the cigarette out of his mouth and looked at
it. He then looked at Chip. Chip was wondering how long he'd
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need to be on his bike. Maybe it was a plan to keep him there until
Poke came back, then he’d talk him into going al the way out to
the lake with them. Chip wasn't too worried about it either way, if
he'd been in a hurry, he' d have been gone already. Johnny grinned
and then put the cigarette back in his mouth.

“1 just don’t know any better then.” He said.

“1 hope you don’t think | do.” Chip said.

“You must, or you'd be a sheep, too.” He explained. Chip
was shaking his head no. “What then?”’

“Mom.” Chip replied, but he regretted it immediately, part
of it was that he was just outside the apartment. She was inside
sleeping still. Johnny looked up to the third floor where Chip's
apartment was. Then he looked back at him.

“Something tells me that just slipped out.”

“You asked.” Chip replied, “Nothing else to say about it.”

“Do you know exactly what?’

“No.”

“No saving them, Chip. Just have to look out for yourself.”

“And Sabrina.”

“If you can.” Johnny said, “But she's not your
responsibility.”

Chip got up and offered him his bike back. Johnny
switched back. He sank lower on the BM X, which catered more to
his shorter legs than Chip’s.

“Sorry, guess that slipped out, too.”

“1 can be awolf for her.” Chip decided.

“More power to you man.” Johnny offered. He then
glanced back to see if Poke was coming back yet. Chip set the seat
back up and straddled the mean looking machine. He felt joy about
it al over again. He was steadily smiling. “Y ou deserve that.” Chip
looked at him.

“Why do you say that?’

“Because you worked for it, you're not a slacker like the
rest of us. Clee’s mom hands him money just to get him out of the
damn house and we manage to spend it all. Remember when it was
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all about the arcade on the strip? Quarter after quarter, hours of
video hell, even you hung around more then.”

“1 don’t remember hanging out with you that often.”

“Sure you did.” Johnny said. Chip just shook his head no.

“Welird, | could have sworn you were right there.”

“Two maybe three times. | didn’t like playing without my
own money.” He explained.

“Hun.” Johnny said. They were quiet for a while after that.
Chip slipped right back into his own little heaven. He then decided
he'd waited long enough. He kicked up the kickstand then
launched off the sidewal k. Looking both ways he zipped across the
street, loving how easily the bike glided after each spin of the
pedals. He'd make it to the lake, easy. He came around to see
Johnny sitting across the street just watching him. Then he bolted
for al he was worth down the empty sidewalk up to the light and
tested the breaks, turning easily, sighting out traffic and cutting off
a car whose driver honked at him, but never had to actually use his
breaks. Chip was smiling. He whipped back around as he came
back towards Johnny and stopped.

“I'minlove.” Chip said after he stopped.

“l think | would be, too.” Johnny said, “Although I'm
definitely aBMX kind of guy.”

Chip looked back at him as he gripped his own handlebars
firmly. “It suits you.” He decided. Johnny pedaled off, rushing
down the sidewak they were on and popping a whedlie. He then
came to a stop bouncing on the back tire and turning it around. He
dropped the front wheel down sped up again and stopped on the
front tire hanging the back up in the air for as long as he could then
he finally let it down landing on his feet, letting the bike free for a
moment, he pretended a drag off his smoke, then popped the
cigarette back in his mouth and grabbed the bike again before it
fell one way or another.

“So what do you mean by magic?” he asked. Chip
shrugged. “Oh come on, | think | felt something when | sat on it,
just afeeling though. That mean anything?”’

Randy Cragin



18 Bicycle Rendezvous Part One

“Maybe.” Chip said as he rubbed the bar again with his
thumb. He looked back at Johnny who was nodding. “Maybe it can
fly?” They both laughed. Johnny had been accused of flying a few
times coming off the ramp, but Chip’'s bike just wasn't going to
manage the same feat.

“To old for that.” Johnny decided.

“Why?’

“Oh come on, that ET shit is so old.” He said and they
laughed again, “Got a different idea about flying, shit you don’t
do.”

“I"d hardly call that flying.” Chip replied. Johnny shrugged.

“Then why do they call it getting high if it ain’t flying?” he
asked.

“Beats the shit out of me.” He replied.

“1 guess you'd have had to try it just once to know what |
mean.”

“Don’t careto.”

“Right, not suggesting you do that, at this point you'd lose
al my respect if you did after being such a hard case about keeping
your system clean up until now. | tried it when | was eleven for the
first time. Can you imagine that? | had no idea.”

“Yea” Chip sad.

“Felt like | was dreaming, you know? Like | was sitting
there awake and then | was having me al kinds of dreams all at
once.”

“1 think dreams should be left for when you' re asleep.”

“Yea |l guess, | suppose that was the idea before someone
started to fuck with it.” He said, “It’s like saying fuck being awake
all thetime. Look around here, this place sucks.”

“I live here.” Chip reminded him.

“Not just this street, the whole place, block after block,
even near my house. It’s like the whole world gave up all at once.
Dreams just seem more enticing because of it.”

“Isthat your excuse?’

“Maybe, what do | know? | freaking sucked on a joint
when | was eleven. Do you think | had one then?”’
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“Why did you do it then?’

“Because my brother was holding it towards me, like he
forgot | was a kid. It made me feel older, cooler. Then sometime
after he was gone | started to smoke it again, because | liked it.”

“You have any idea about stopping?”’

“Not today, if we weren’t poor that would definitely be the
thing to do today.”

“So being hereis a second choice?’

“Might have been, Chip. But | think seeing you on that bike
is making it different somehow, like if | had the money, till saw
you on that first, | might have made the smoke a second choice.”

“You're talking about it to much for me to believe you.”

“Just talk, man. You think | get laid as often as we talk
about that?’ he asked. Chip smiled at the idea. “Really, come on, |
wish. There's another reason to fly away. If we weren’t supposed
to be doing al that at this age, then why is it al we ever think
about?’

“It'snew.” Chip replied, “Maybe we need to know about it
before we actually try it, just getting ready for it right now.”

“You are so not talking to me right now, man. | don’'t hear
aword your saying, becauseif | did, I’d swear my Dad was the one
on that kick ass bike and not you.”

“Well | don't know then. | can’t make any sense about it
either. | guessit’'sstupid to try.”

“How long do we need to just be learning about the shit
before actually trying it? Y ou know how long | spent learning how
to ride a bike before | was off and away?’

“Nope.”

“An hour tops, | was made to ride, just like we were all
made capable of fucking. You only need to see it done once to get
theidea.”

“You mean watching porn?’ Chip asked. He'd only gotten
to see afew magazines, same idea though.

“Fuck that, HB fucking O my fucking God.” Johnny said
laughing, “You don’'t even have to see the actual insertion to fill in
the blanks.”
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“| guess.”

“You don't sound sure.” Johnny said. They got interrupted
then. Poke came back, flying down the sidewalk. He stopped his
silver bike, went up on his front wheel and began dancing on it,
feet on the pedals on the front wheel and he was spinning the rest
of the bike around. He then bounced it, came up on a handstand on
the handlebars, spun the bike around and came back down on the
Seat.

“He’'s home.” Poke announced, “Nose started bleeding
again.”

“Moron.” Johnny said. Poke just shrugged. It was the least
of his concern.

“S0, strip or no?’ Poke asked.

“No, going to the lake, you coming or wussing?”’

“Wussing. I'll go asfar asthe bridge, then I’ll head on over
to my sister’s house.” Poke replied.

“We al ready?’ Johnny asked. Chip noted how he was
taking control, like it was his idea to go to the lake altogether. He
decided not to care though, because he was going either way.
Johnny wouldn’'t be able to hold the lead, either. The times when
Chip had gone with them before, it was aways him bringing up the
rear with histrick pedal screwing up his rhythm.

“Let’'s go.” Chip finaly said. The three of them bolted out
into the street, causing a car to lay on the horn. They easily took
over the far right lane. There were children at play signs al over
the place. Asfar as they were concerned, the people in cars needed
to watch out for them not the other way around.

Johnny and Poke took the lead, criss-crossing each other’s
path as they went, tempting the other to crash. Chip let them have
it, coasting most of the way while they pedaled alot. It would be a
different story once they got to the bike path that ran along the
river. With the three of them biking together they were weaving in
and out of traffic pretty well. They only had to screech to a stop
once in favor of a passing truck. They might have had the right
away, but they were far from blind and didn’t really want to end up
underneath it. The driver never even noticed them.
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Past that and the street opened up for along stretch with no
cross streets and they had taken over the lane again. There was a
car behind them, but unlike most, the driver was not slamming on
his horn trying to get them out of the way. He was just watching
them go. Johnny started hopping left and right, pulling the bike up
into the air. Poke came up on a whedlie along side this and they
came inches away from each other and crashing, then Johnny
swerved out in front of him easily, like they’d done it a hundred
times that way, which they might have.

After afew more cross streets they poured out into the park
beyond. It was often the destination. They could get lost in it for
hours, biking around, stopping at the jumps to test their skills, or
just plain showing off with their tricks. Chip often found himself
just watching, or circling them on his old rusty looking bike, but he
was definitely in the spirit of it. If that had been enough to keep
them going they might never have started on drugs.

Things change, he reminded himself, like his father
leaving, his mother slowly going numb from something he didn’t
fully know about yet, and he was growing up through all of it.

The park trailed off into the main bike path and as it did
there was a magjor down hill. Chip zoomed past the both of them.
He was coasting. Then they were pedaling down hill to try and
catch up. Then they all had to take to the side while they past three
rollerbladers casualy heading up the hill. After that the race
resumed.

He definitely had them beat on the uphill, changing gears
where they had none. While they were pedaling with al their
might he was rolling right up it. He looked back and realized he'd
left them in his dust. He braked to a stop and waited, barely
breathing while they both came up the hill huffing it. They both
came to a stop then. “Whoa.” Johnny said, “Hardly believing my
eyes with you flying uphill like it was down hill.”

“Thisthing rocks.” Chip said and started off again. He went
alittle lower, letting them catch their breaths. When they had they
tried to take the lead again, going back to tricking. He went past
them easily almost messing up their swerving rhythm, as they went
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not expecting him to glide between them. He laughed at their
expression.

“Man.” Poke exclaimed, “Does that thing have a motor or
something?’

“It’srolling along all by itself.” Chip replied.

“Damn.” He added.

They got out of the way of oncoming traffic again, slowing
down, then the race resumed with them both going full board, just
trying to get past him. When he saw this he clicked up to the next
gear, cranked the pedal s three times and peeled away from them.

“l gotta get me one of those for hauling.” Poke said. Chip
laughed again.

“l hear ya.” Johnny said.

The race continued. Chip occasionally gave them a break
and let them lead, it was already clear he could blow them away at
any time. The bike path along the river was the bigger part of the
journey to the lake. By the time they reached the bridge all times
previous, they were ready to just head back. They stopped
altogether once to get water from a drinking fountain, filling up
their sports bottles and already washing their faces from the
oncoming heat of the day.

Then they were right back to it, with Chip just gliding
along while they were getting worn out, wanting to stop and rest.
At this point he decided he'd just leave them if they stopped, other
than that he was going for the bridge before he took areal break. It
would give him some idea of just how far he could go on his new
bike without much effort.

They tried to keep up, but they were slowing down, even
on the straightaway. Chip slowed down with them, but refused to
stop. “Damn Man, you're not even breathing hard.” Poke
complained as he came up beside him.

“1 don’t smoke, remember?” Chip asked.

“1 don’t think that has anything to do with it.” He said back.
Chip shrugged. “You should have at least struggled up that last
hill.”

“What can | say?’” Chip asked back.
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“Hell if | know.” He said back. Not to long after that they
caught their first glimpse of the bridge, spanning across the muddy
river. Chip went for it. He completely dusted them then and he
imagined they may have just come to a stop and rested for a while
before moving on. If they didn’t meet him at the bridge, they might
just head back into town on Main Street. Chip was past caring
either way. He didn't know if Johnny would actualy change his
mind or not. He' d give him a chance though. The last stretch to the
bridge was a mgjor uphill and Chip found himself coasting up it on
just a few pedal revolutions and he was grinning when he finally
cameto a stop at the bike path crossing light. It was one you had to
push to get to cross otherwise it wasn't likely you could cheat
traffic over the four lanes spanning the bridge.

The bike/wak path over the bridge was on that side so he
wouldn’t have to cross at al. He pulled around and looked back
down the hill. He took another drink while he waited for them. He
considered yanking off his red shirt at that point, but decided until
he was actually sweating like crazy he'd just keep it on. He was
actually getting warmer for being still than for riding, which gave
him a constant flow of air.

After a while he saw them, they had slowed way down,
hitting the dip before the hill, they then went for speed trying to get
enough of a glide to take them partway up the hill. They got a
guarter of the way before they were pumping so hard that their
bikes were swaying left than right. When they did reach the top,
they were both out of breath. Poke rolled over onto the grass and
just fell over with his bike, breathing like crazy.

“OK...you bested us...finaly.” Johnny breathed. Chip just
smiled at him. “Whew!” he came up on his feet. Chip just watched
his chest heave as he continued to breathe.

“Never riding with you again, Chip.” Poke finally said,
“Not me on this bike with you on that one, no way.”

“Maybeit’stimeto upgrade.” Chip said and laughed.

“l1 wasn't made for the long haul either.” Poke said and
laughed as he rolled over onto his back bringing his bike up into
the air easily. “1 was made for this.” He got the bike on the bottom
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of his feet, balancing it on the back wheel pedals and holding the
bike in the air with just his feet. He tested his knees and finally
sprung them up, twisting the bike. It spun around and landed right
back on his feet, but he failed to keep it up this time. When it came
down he grabbed the handlebars and let it fall over gently on to the
grass beside him. “To tired right now.”

Chip looked back at Johnny, who finally looked back at
him over watching Poke crashing and burning on his trick. He let
out abig smile. Chip let one out too. Then they both laughed. “ Still
coming?’ Chip asked, thinking he’ d say no.

“Made it this far.” Johnny said finaly catching his breath.
He reached up to his ear where his cigarette had gone into hiding
while he was biking hard. He popped in his mouth and reached
into his pocket pulling out a lighter. “First one today.” He
explained as he lit it. Poke sat up looking at him. Then he finally
came over holding his hand out, temporarily abandoning his bike
in the grass. “Y ou owe me awhole pack by now.”

“Whatever.” Poke said, still holding his hand out.

“When’ s the last time you smoked one?’

“Uhm, maybe two days ago, why you keeping tabs on me
now, Mom?’

“Fuck you, you mooch.” Johnny said. The hand remained
out. “These things will kill you.” He said impersonating his father.
Poke smiled at him, but failed to stop holding his hand out. “I'm
not doing you any favors.” He pulled out his pack and offered him
asmoke. Once he'd had it in his mouth Johnny lit it for him.

“1 think I'll just hang out here for an hour.” Poke said as he
smoked, “My sister isn’t expecting me until much later.”

“Just don't let anyone try and buy your ass, they pull right
into the turn around over there.” Johnny said. Poke looked at it and
then looked back, only after three puffs he stomped the cigarette
out. Johnny was shaking his head at him.

“What?’

“Promise me you won’'t hang out over there.” Johnny said,
“l don’'t want to have to see you again on the six o’ clock news.”

“1 don’t do that shit.”
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“Didn’t say you did, but those fucks could care less, they
start waving hundred dollar billsin your face and you might just be
tempted.” Johnny said.

“No way, not even for five hundred.” He said, “l ain't
dlipping on no dick.”

“You say that now...” Johnny said.

“Fuck you.” Poke said.

“Youwish.”

“I'm not going to stay here anyway, | was just saying.
There' s spot on the other side of the road. Family style park, I'll be
safe there.” Poke said. He went and got his bike up. He then went
to push the button to cross. “Ok Mom?”

“Yes.” Johnny said, “Don’t hit on any Momma either.”

“Fuck you man.” He said. They were both laughing then.
They waited until the light changed and Poke shook Johnny’s
hand. “Later man.”

“In the evening, I'm sure.” Johnny said letting his hand go.
Poke hopped on his bike and crossed the street while impatient
drivers waited. Once he got to the other side of the road he
disappeared down over the hill. “1 thought he’ d never leave.”

“1 thought you’'d talk him into going to the lake.”

“You're killing me, Chip.” Johnny said still looking away,
“Barely got that last hill without my heart exploding, can you
imagine Clee trying that? He' d be dead already.”

“He's comethisfar before.”

“Once that | can remember and he whined the rest of the
way home about us going to fast.” Johnny replied. He finished his
smoke and flicked it away, not caring where it went. He then
looked back at Chip. “Nah Man, he's got shit to do with his sister.
He might have come if he had the time, as it is we won't be back
here until dark, by then we really want to avoid that turn around.”

“Whenever you're ready.” Chip said.

“You really care if I come or not?’ Johnny asked. Chip
smiled, honesty might come out a little off, but he was still too
happy about joy riding on his new wheels to feel bad.

“l guess| didn’t, wasn't looking for you at all today.”
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“Your never looking for me, we aways find you.” Johnny
said. Chip shrugged. “I guess | could catch up to Poke, he probably
got around the bend and is now watching the girls rollerblading in
sports bras.”

“Whatever.” Chip said.

“You realy don't give a fuck. You could go right on being
friendless the rest of your life, it just doesn’'t matter to you.”
Johnny said. Chip shrugged. “Look if | were to go to the lake with
you, you'd need to stop racing me. It was fine up until now, but
you win okay. You'd have to remember that my bike doesn't go
that fast. We'd be going together. I’'m not a five year old anymore
trying to keep up with my big brother like | used to.

“And you need to invite me.” He finished up.

Chip just looked a him, narrowing his eyes, not
comprehending his strange behavior. It never mattered before and
he did aways end up going where they went once he'd decided to
hang out. It was far and few between while he was bikeless though.
He' d just lost track of them for the most part.

“Fine.” Johnny said as he turned his bike to head over to
the signal button.

“Johnny.” Chip said. He turned to look at him. “If | really
didn’t care if you came along, | wouldn’t have stopped here, I'd
have kept right on going.”

“Is that the best you can do?’ he asked. Chip looked baffled
for amoment. The whole scene was weird to him just then. Johnny
never seemed to care about anything one way or another before.
Then Chip had an even stranger idea. Maybe he'd missed him
trailing along on the old rusty bike? It had been a while since then.
They never worried about inviting then. Or maybe Johnny had
always been the one to ask in his own unique way ‘What the fuck
else are you going to do, get your piece of shit bike and let’s go,
time'sawasting.’

Chip smiled and tilted his sports bottle towards him and
began spraying him with it. Johnny sprayed him right back and
they quickly ran out of water. “Johnny come to the lake with me.”
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Chip finally said, realizing by saying it that way he was alowing
Johnny to do histhing in controlling things.

“Better.” Johnny said as he turned his bike to face the
bridge. “Don’t dust me again.”

“Alright, but its so damn easy now.” Chip said smiling.
Johnny just shook his head. He launched on down the ramp to the
bike/walk path across the bridge, forcing Chip to follow him.

On the other side of the long bridge al they had was the
sidewalk. It wouldn’t last long, biking ended up on the side of the
road for awhile. It wasn't like in town where they took liberty with
traffic where the speed limit was low. Out past the bridge and
beyond the sidewalk was an open road with a much higher speed
limit. There were still plenty of houses, but they were spaced out
and not needing a connected sidewak, most people that far out
drove cars.

Chip took it slow and they rode well enough side-by-side.
It would get easier after they were further out, they would then get
off the main road back onto one where they could use the tar more
frequently. By then the sounds of the town and traffic would fade
away behind them. They would be cascading under the trees with
the wind blowing.

Chip had gone back to being quiet, just enjoying the
freedom to wander out so far, Johnny failed to do any more tricks
and was quietly riding beside him for a long time. They were on
the quiet road, since it only led to the lake, traffic was light and
they were only pushed to one side of the road while cars and trucks
swung out around them.

“What do you really think of me?” Johnny finally asked.

“Why are you so weird all of asudden?’ Chip asked back.

“1 really want to know. | have been trying to be your friend
for what, five years now?’

“1 wouldn’t say that.” Chip said.

“Why do | remember it so differently then?’

“1 don’t know.”

“l swear you' ve aways been around.” Johnny said.

“Maybe | have, | don’'t know.” Chip said.
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“Well, | suppose | avoided you while you were hanging out
with Wayne.”

“1 hung out with him for three years.” Chip said, “It’s been
this past winter since | haven’t spoken to him. Last fall we were
still trying to make sure we took classes together.”

“Okay before him, you seriously don’t remember.” Johnny
said.

“What?’

“Us hanging at the arcade all the time?’ Johnny explained.

“No, | don't.”

“There was that time that Clee barfed all over his shirt, you
remember that?’

“Yes”

“And the time Poke crashed his bike and scrapped his
face?’

“Yes.”

“Then | am not remembering it wrong, man, you were there
| know it.” He insisted.

“Okay | was, maybe | was there.”

“So what the hell happened to you so that you're what?
Blocking it out?’

“1 don’t know.” Chip replied.

Johnny pulled his bike to a complete stop. Chip stopped as
well. “ Something happened man, but what?”

“Are you asking me to remember why | forget?’ Chip
asked.

“Yea man, you're fucking not remembering for a reason.
Can you tell me you don’t remember the day we all just ran around
likeidiots flying kites?’

“Yeal remember that.”

Johnny spread his arms out wide looking exasperated.
“How the fuck can you keep remembering stuff | mention and say
you weren't there? What is the deal 7’

“1 don’t know.”
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“Try and think of something more to say than that. Did |
piss you off some how? Did Poke or Clee do something to you and
you just decided we were al dirt or what?”’

“1 redly never thought you gave a damn about me.” Chip
said, “You've never been in my place, I'’ve never been a your
place. How do you call that being friends?’

“Well that’s something.” Johnny said, “Y ou think Poke and
| had sleepovers?’

“1 don’t know, did you?’

“No man. That's your home life. | wouldn't want to go
there anyway. | wouldn’t have you in my house for your own
damn good. You don't know my Mom, she's half the reason | am
so screwed up.” Johnny said.

Chip looked at him as he thought about it. Part of it made
sense he was definitely keeping it even. Chip just kept associating
it to hanging out with Wayne. He at least had come to Chip’s place
if for no other reason than to be there long enough to get him to go
somewhere else. So what he was saying was Johnny just didn’t do
shit like that. “Okay, so you never pissed me off. | don’t like Clee
and Poke rubs me the wrong way most of the time. He's always
saying shit to me. | don’'t think he likes me.”

“Oh yea.” Johnny said and then started laughing, “You
think the two of them like each other? News flash, Chip they can’'t
stand each other. | can tolerate Clee maybe sixty percent of the
time, the rest of it | remind myself he's part of my stupid family,
what am | really going to do? And Poke doesn’'t like anybody, why
are you so specia?’

“Helikes you.” Chips said.

“God thisis so fourth grade.” Johnny said, “Of’ course he
likes me, | don’t put up with his bullshit. | tell him when to cut it
out and | don’t take no for an answer. Nobody else can tolerate his
sense of salf.”

“Ok.” Chip said, “Can we move aong now?’

“No.” Johnny said and laughed again, “I asked you a
guestion.”

“1 thought | answered it.”
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“No you didn’'t you finally answered another one, but not
my first one. What do you think of me, really?’

“l don't know Johnny.” He replied. Johnny just kept
looking at him waving his hand demanding he say more about it.

“Think about it then answer me when we get there”
Johnny said as he got back on his bike and headed off, with him
leading again, forcing Chip to follow. He rode past him once, but
didn’t dust him completely. He was actually coasting quite a ways
going freehanded.

They went back to being quiet and Chip went back to just
enjoying the ride. It wasn’t until he saw the first patch of blue
signaling that the lake was ahead that he started to try and think of
an answer. At this point it was down hill and they were both
coasting.

The wind was kicking in for them. It was coming off the
lake. They would have been roasting by then if they were still in
town. The lake came into view again. The road started to turn to go
around it and they cut off it down the less used road, one with two
wheel tracks that was mostly over grown. Johnny’s BMX won out
over the terrain. He dusted Chip once just to get him back and then
stopped and waited for him smiling when he caught up.

They matched speed again until they got to the water. No
one was around. The rope swing was completely abandoned. The
path went further off, deeper into the thick woods where a more
private spot was. Johnny went ahead and headed on towards it.
Chip would have been fine at the rope swing. He was ready to get
in the water even, but he followed aong anyway.

He didn't stop at the first landing either, he went on down
the path to the last one. People who went that far in, secluded off
the main part of the lake, by a cove usually went to be aone. Even
the kids who came out to party just stayed at the first landing,
which was only partly secluded.

Johnny finally stopped, letting his bike drop. He walked
over to the edge of the water and looked in it. He might have been
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looking for aligators, but it was only rumored that they lived in
this lake so far north.

Chip put down his kickstand and his bike and went to stand
beside him. Johnny looked at him while he put another cigarette in
his mouth. “Well?’

“Well.” Chip said, “I think your pretty mean to Clee.”

“Yea”

“Serioudly, you just knocked him to the sidewalk today.”

“Was he bleeding?’

“No, just his nose afterwards.”

“Alright, yes | am a shit to Clee, right now more so than
ever. This whole thing with him snorting is pissing me off. Yes, |
am aware it's my fault. | never gave it a second thought for him to
be trying it. We smoke weed whenever, with him doing that shit al
the time and around behind my back, | can't seem to stop myself. |
am trying to send him a message. If he doesn’t straighten out soon
| will haveto tell his mother. He'll have to go into rehab. He's only
fourteen fucking years old and he might need rehab? Man, | swear
I’d knock him even harder if | thought it would do him any good.”

“Y ou have aways been mean to him.”

“1 know, but you know what else? I'm the only one doing
it. I know when it’s too much. | have yet to set out to actually hurt
him. There are two ways to see it, one | hope some day he grows a
backbone and stands up to me or that since | am the one doing it no
one else can. Anyone who tries finds me right in their damn face
about it. Sureit’s fucking weird, even | think so. | used to hate his
guts personally, but he’s grown on me alittle bit.

“Him, me and Poke we just sync. With Poke it's all about
the bikes, with Clee he's family. That's it, it's all we have. They
aremy friends.”

“l agreeit’s weird. For seeing that...well it makes me think
less of you.” Chip said.

“That it? For me being a shit to Clee and telling Poke when
to fly right, that’s al you ever see of it? Never that it's always us.
That we run around and do all this shit together? Poke laughing,
Clee living as opposed to just sitting at home rotting away, to
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afraid to go out his own damn front door? Without me they’d have
all chewed him up and spit him back out. What else Chip? Can you
see anything else?’

“l1 must have or | wouldn’t keep hanging with you guys.”
Chip said.

“1 know you don’t agree with the drugs, it’s been a problem
for a while now. So much so you started hanging out with that
Wayne guy, now look at him. He'sway worse than | will ever be.”

“He changed.” Chip said and finally sat down. Johnny sat
down too.

“Well, | felt bad when someone stole your bike because |
knew you riding with us was going to be cut short.”

“So even if Poke really doesn’t like me you still want me to
hang around?”’

“l haveto say it again?’

“l guess.”

“He' s never going to like you if he don’t want to. Sure he'll
give you some shit from time to time, he does that to me. One is
not the other to me. He's my friend one way and you’' re my friend
another.” Johnny explained.

“Honestly, | never noticed.”

“1 can't believe your such a hard ass about it.” Johnny said
again, “What the hell happened to you to make you that way? It
can't just be the weed. You walk when that’s going on, but when
it’s not your right there with us. Are you lost to the idea?’

“What idea.”

“What afriend is.” He explained.

“Maybel am.”

“Which makes me wonder if you had that with Wayne or
not.”

“Maybe, | don’'t know.”

“This time in our life sucks, we either know too much and
are not able to do a damn thing about it or we are just too stupid to
know any better.” Johnny said. They were quiet after that. They
heard something splash in the water not to far off. They turned to
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look. There may till be an alligator in the lake after al, have to
keep your eyes open.

“Other than that, | think your ok.” Chip finally said, “I like
to think you'll get past the drugs.”

“You want to give me areason to?’

“How would | do that?’

“Exactly, no one else seems to be trying to either. For you,
well you're just smarter about it. | can’t compete with that, | need
someone to push me. What if | had been the one to like the coke
too much? It made Poke sick, lucky him. He was out three days
with his head spinning, seems some people might actually be
alergic. HE'd never try it again. We both thought acid was too
much, but the weed. It just keeps you all mellowed out for awhile.

“No reason to stop. Fuck the just say no ads, they don’t live
with my mother. They have no idea.”

“1 guess you' d have to find some other way to be mellow.”
Chip offered. Johnny physically turned to face him sitting.

“Listening.”

“1 don’t know man, just a thought.”

“What do you do?”’

“l get lost in the sound of the lawn mower while | am
working. It might be similar, but how would | realy know?”’

“Do you lose your sense of self?”

“Sometimes.” He replied, “Like...like | am skipping time.
Before | know it | am done and afew bucks richer.”

“Y ou more than skip time when high, you check out of it, it
loses meaning. Then you get the munchies, then maybe you get
paranoid, but it can be funny, if you're not stoned aone. Then
you're just laughing and laughing, everything is funny. The
dumbest things are just so damn funny. Then you nap. By the time
it's over, whatever was bugging you islong gone.”

“How does that solve the problem?”

“Yes Dad, let's get down to the root of the issues, shall
we?’ Johnny said mocking him and shaking his head.

“Maybe he’s not so wrong?’ Chip asked. Johnny looked at
him.
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“It's al the shit he doesn’t know that makes him sound so
asinineto me.”

“Like what?’

“Like Clee taking everything way too seriously. You have
any idea how hard it isjust to see him laugh? | guess morons don’t
get a sense of humor, but he damn sure laughs when he's stoned,
how can that be so damn bad?’

“1 don’t know. What else?’

“The list just goes on and on. Mom and her little prayer
books, dropping them off everywhere she goes. Telling me God
loves me, she hasn’t got a clue. God’ s not out here with us. Maybe
he'sin that stupid church, maybe not, but he damn sureisn’t out on
the streets dodging bullets.”

“What do you need him for?”

“Exactly, so listening to her drone on and on about it gives
me a headache. | get stoned and it all just floats away.”

“See you just keep talking about it.”

“It's been severa days, no chance to chill out.” Johnny
replied. He laid down putting his knees up.

“Okay so what do you think of me?’

“You're not ready for that.” Johnny replied and laughed.

“It's only fair with you going on and on about me
describing you.”

“Had you never thought to wonder why.” He said more
than asked, “There's till things ahead for you, you're clueless.
You really want to know, there's one thing. | look at Clee as a
moron, | look at Poke like he's adamn fool and | ook at you and |
see someone who iskind of clueless.”

“About?’

“No.”

“What do you mean no?’ Chip asked raising his voice
some. Johnny sat back up and looked at him again.

“What’' s your worst fear Chip?”’

“1 don’t know.”

“See how many times your answer comes back the same,
clueless.” He said and lay back down.
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“You're saying what? | don’t think much?”

“Not that it’s like your bad, but yea.”

“What's wrong with just enjoying the day? So what if I'm
not thinking? How much are you redly thinking when you're
toking?’

“Point.” Hereplied.

“Okay soit'snot abig deal.” Chip said consoling himself.

“Try again, Chip, what’s your worst fear?’

“1 don’t know, Mom dieing? Dad not having a connection
to Sabrina to take her place, me losing them both with me just
standing there wondering what happened.”

“You redly think like that?’

“Y ou asked.”

“Want to know mine?’

“Sure.”

“That everyone will find out about me.”

“Find out what?’

“Now seeif | answer you, then you'll know, what’s to stop
you from telling anyone else? Y ou have any idea how hard it is to
keep appearing to most people as an asshole? You're the only
person | know who | don’t want to appear that way to.”

“Ok.”

“Sure it’s fine now, but when the reasons come out, you
won’'t want anything more to do with me.”

“Yesterday | spent the whole day and never thought of you,
are you really going to be at such aloss?’

“Clueless.” Johnny assured him.

“Okay I'm clueless, so what?’

“It will hit you like a Mack truck when you stop being so
damn clueless.” He explained.

“How would you know?”’

“It happened to me. It's probably why the smoking looked
good to me again.”

“From eleven to what?’

“Oh about two years ago | guess, thirteen.” He replied.

“And?’
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“And you're not ready.”

“Then why get talking about it all and then stop? | would
have been fine with just coming out here and having a swim either
by myself or with you. Y ou're the one acting all weird here.” Chip
said, “Not to mention we are way out here, nobody even swims
here.”

“l never said | wanted to swim.” Johnny explained.

“Okay fine, no reason why | can’t fly off the rope a few
times myself.”

“There s plenty of timefor that.” Johnny said.

“Well if you're not really going to tell me anything, let’s go
back to the rope.”

“Okay maybe I'll tell you something. Y ou keep saying | am
acting weird. So | am different than me being with Clee and Poke.
| actually hold my own when they are around, maybe it makes me
think | am that person they think | am.”

“You said that before.”

“1 know, coming around to it slowly. All | expect from you
is the same thing, Chip, | don’t know.”

“Which should be fine considering that’s your opinion
about me.”

“Your fear is you're afraid to answer.” Johnny accused
him, “I’m sure the one you offered is valid in its own way, but for
what | can see of you, you being clueless not wanting to speak at
all sometimes. It makes me think you're afraid.”

Chip shut up after that. Johnny continued to lay there with
his knees up waiting to see if he’d say something more without
being prompted. He might not speak the rest of the day even. It
was the most he'd gotten him to say that wasn't just bunch of
banter and jabs.

“Fine, we'll swim.” Johnny finally said getting up. Chip got
up as well. They both got back on their bikes and rode back to the
rope swing. It was still abandoned. It wasn’t the public beach or it
would have been mobbed by then, but sometimes people did get
out there, usually ones in cars and not bikes though. Maybe they’ d
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found a haven from that by being there so early in the day, it was
only still approaching noon.

Chip finally took off his shirt and was glad for it. He
popped off his tired old sneakers revealing bare feet. That just |eft
him in his shorts. He ran and then jumped grabbing the rope and
flying out over the water and letting go. When he surfaced he saw
Johnny coming out on the rope bare assed. He plunged into the
water beside him. A moment later and he surfaced. His short hair
wasn't a problem for him. Chip on the other hand was pulling his
back to get it out of his eyes. “Whew.” Johnny said, “This wasn’t
such abad idea.” He looked over at Chip who was glaring a him.
“What?’

“Why aren’t you wearing your shorts?’

“Because | didn’t want to.”

“What if someone else comes along?’ Chip asked. Johnny
looked back to the area where they’d discarded their clothes next
to their bikes. He then looked back at Chip.

“Don’t see anyone yet, not that | care realy.” He replied.
When he didn’t stop glaring he spoke again. “You’re the one who
wanted to swim, I’'m swimming.”

“Yeabut...”

“Yea but I'm acting weird to you again. First chance for
you to see me, why are you so squeamish?’

“What do you mean?’

“Just more of what we have been talking about, Chip. |
think you got it stuck in your head that | am this one kind of person
when | am not. It’s al about how you appear. Y ou have yet to see
me, | guess that’s my fault, because | didn’t want anyoneto, you're
thefirst. | consider it an experiment. If it fails...l might never try it
again. | might realy become that asshole, I might get worse. |
might do what my brother does and sell drugs who the fuck really
cares anyway?’

He began swimming towards the shore. Chip watched him
as he waded out of the water. He was definitely getting a look at
him. He walked around and faced the water again. Chip found
himself turning away for a moment. He looked back when Johnny
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launched into a run, jumping for the rope and flung himself out
over the water, bringing his knees up into a crouch when he did
and splashed into the water again.

Chip was looking at him when he surfaced. He spat out
some water and smiled. “Y ou only going once?’ He asked.

“Maybe.” Chip replied. Johnny swam towards shore again.
This time he stopped where the water came up to his waist and
turned to look back at Chip.

“What do you think of me now?’ he asked. Chip swam to
shore, heading towards him. He then started walking out of the
water himself, passing him without looking back.

“1 don’t know.” He replied. He heard Johnny following him
out. Chip waked up and positioned himself to jump to the rope
again. Then he stopped to look at Johnny standing there looking at
him. He smiled. Chip smiled back. “You look kind of free.” He
said. Then he ran for the rope, he jumped out, caught it and
launched out into the water.

He splashed down and let himself sink to the bottom. He
then bounced off the bottom and surfaced. Johnny was till
standing there waiting for him to move a bit. “You should try it.”
He said. Then he ran for the rope, spinning wildly this time,
leaving his legs straight down and arrowing into the water. When
he came up Chip was still wading.

“1 don’t think so.”

“You're afraid.” Johnny said as he began to swim to shore,
“You're afraid some one will come and see you, your afraid what
someone might think of this. You're afraid of me doing it.”

“Fine, I'm afraid.” Chip said.

“At least I'm getting honesty now instead of | don't
knows.” Johnny said. He turned back towards him. “ The next thing
for you to do is figure out why. Why are you so afraid? Before you
start thinking I'm just being an asshole about it let me tell you I
have spent the past two years being afraid. I'm sick of it.” He
turned around and went back to take another jump.

Chip just watched him this time, not turning his head away.
He was trying not to be afraid. Johnny made another run, curling
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his legs up again this time and splashing into the water. He came to
the surface again, smiling. “What are trying to say Johnny?’

“1 don’t know.” Hereplied and laughed, “Funisn’t it?’

“Maybe for you, since you're so fearless.”

“l never said | wasfearless, | said I’'m sick of being afraid.”

“What are you afraid of 7’

“| aready told you that.” He replied.

“What do you think it will do for meif | try it?’

“Only one way to find out. Had | thought when | woke up
this morning I'd be out here swimming naked with you, | might
have stayed in bed.”

“I"'m not naked.” Chip said.

“Not yet.”

“That means something to you doesn’t it?”

“Me being naked or both of us?’

“Either...both.”

“We're just swimming Chip.” Johnny said as he began to
swim around him causing him to turn. “Nothing to worry about is
there?’

“Therewouldn’t be if you were in your shorts still.”

“That would mean...well | am not, how’ sthat?’

Chip looked back at the shore and then turned back. So far
no one had come aong, but someone could a any moment.
Someone might find it strange what Johnny was doing. They
would look at them both and think they were both weird, the same
way Chip was thinking Johnny was acting weird. He frowned as he
thought about it. He then began to swim back to where he could
stand in the water. He stopped there and leaned down for a
moment.

“Why is your hair so long? It's summer, you should have a
crew by now.” Johnny asked.

“Yeal know, just following an idea.”

“Of?’

He stood back up and ran his hand aong his shoulder,
“That oils from my hair might be causing that.”
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“Not oils, hormones.” Johnny said, “All that stuff is kind of
like a folklore, people get desperate and start trying everything.
Just have to live through it.”

“It's not like it's a problem for you, if it were you might
start trying anything.” He said back.

“You don't even have it bad, some people have it way
worse, they need actual medical treatment. Y our, well your normal
about it.” Johnny said. Chip just looked at him for awhile. “What,
not used to me saying something that isn’t sarcastic? Had you ever
heard me say anything about it before?’

“No.”

“That would be because | might not have had anything to
say about it that wasn’t. Asfar as| am concerned it'sno big deal.”

“You're not really the person who matters about it.”

“Right, it's those unknown masses who don’'t know you
that matter.” Johnny said as he began to swim towards him. He
stopped where he could stand and look a him. “The generic peer
population. Who the fuck cares, Chip? More than half the kids at
school have the same problem. You think when they look at me
they wish they were lucky as | am?”

“1 do.”

“That's because you're too focused on it. | don't hardly
even notice it, it's only you saying something right now. Forget
about it.” He said and passed him heading out of the water. Chip
watched him head back up the bank getting ready for another run
towards the rope. Chip headed out himself. He stopped somewhere
behind him. Johnny ran and grabbed for the rope.

Chip unbuttoned his jean shorts and pulled them off. He
then slung them over the nearest tree branch where they could get
dry. He reacted to being exposed. He couldn’t imagine not doing
that. He took a deep breath to see Johnny come up out the water to
look back. Chip ran for the rope, slinging off to the side so that the
rope wouldn’t rub against him where his shorts were no longer
there to protect him. Then he splashed down into the cool water.
As he did he felt himself relax. When he came up this time he felt
different, he felt what he thought about Johnny, he felt freer. He
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really didn’'t know what it al meant yet though. When he looked at
Johnny he was smiling.

“No fear.” He said, “I’'m only dlightly impressed, but that’s
because its you.”

“Ok.”

“You were right, earlier, when you said you had something
worth filming.” He said.

P

“So someone might be jealous.” He said and laughed.

“Not you.”

“Yea, maybe. That Mack truck is coming Chip, its right
around the corner are you ready for it?’

“That's assuming your right about whatever you're talking
about.”

“I"'m closer to believing that. You've already come this far.
If I'd tried this with Poke, he’d have never even gone to the cove
with me. It would have implied something to him. He'd
immediately found something else to do when | went that far in.”

“So then it's about me being clueless, because the only
thing | thought was why were we passing the rope when | wanted
to swim?”’

“Seems you got your way, that make you happy?’

“l guess.” He replied. Johnny smiled again. He then swam
for shore and stood to get ready for the rope again. He stopped
there though, waiting for Chip to come out of the water. The cold
water had camed down his reaction to the open air. He slowly
swam in, getting up slowly and walking out of the water. Now
Johnny was just looking at him the whole time, not wavering about
it.

“You still afraid?’

“Not as much. | guess that getsin theway.” Chip replied.

“It damn sure does. | think you'll do better for it than me,
don’'t waste so much time worrying about it endlessly. Just fucking
get over it right away.”

“Why don't you just tell me what the hell you're talking
about?’
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“The clues are present, just piece them together.”

“What? We're just swimming.”

“Right, | said that, but | made it my way. No one forced
you to do that. | also want to remind you that | would not come out
here unless you invited me.” He said, “That’s my get out jail free
card if you end up thinking you need to hate me.”

“1 don’t hate anyone.” He replied.

“There's afirst time for everything.” Johnny said. He then
ran for the rope again. He splashed down in the water soon after.
Chip didn't wait he flung himself out right after and splashed
down, dousing Johnny as he came up out of the water. When he
came back up they were both laughing. “What are you thinking
now?”’

Chip resisted his impulse to say ‘I don't know.” If not
anything else Johnny was encouraging him to think. “I am thinking
it will befine aslong as no one else shows up.”

“What if someone does?’

“It will get weird again. | might have to run for my shorts
that might make me look stupid and weak.”

“So don’'t run. Just walk out casually, be bigger than the
moment. Fuck ‘em if they can’'t take ajoke.”

“1 might panic.” He said.

“1 guessfirst time and all, what do you expect?’

“Are you saying you’ ve done this before?’

“No, not that | never thought about it, but the last time |
was way the fuck out here, | was al aone. | didn't even go
swimming. | came out here to think. Like, why does God hate
me?’

“Why would you think that?’

“Mom says so.” He replied. Chip just watched him for a
while to see if he'd say more. Johnny finally smiled and began to
just swim around. “To bad no one ever thought to put a raft way
out here.”

“No body is supposed to be out here anyway.” Chip
replied.

“Maybe that’s why it’s so deserted today.”
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“No, that’sweird, too.” Chip decided.

“Y ea, how often do you come way out here?”’

“Just afew times, there' s usually someone here.”

“Swimming, right?”’

“Yes”

“Ever been as far as the cove before?”

“Yes”

“Why?’

“Just following the path.”

“You know what that spot isfor?’

“Making out.” Chip decided.

“Anything else?’

“Fucking.” Chip decided.

“That about sumsit up.” Johnny said.

“Is that your point about leading me out there?’ Chip
asked, “That Poke might think you wanted to do something like
that?’

“He might, he's actually pretty smart.” Johnny said.

“Which means I’'m dumb, so why do that? To see if I'd
think that?’

“Had you?’

“Not then, but now | guess. Maybe I'm just gullible,
something to laugh about later.”

“1 wouldn’t laugh at you Chip.” Johnny said.

“Then what?’

“Alright, but if you react badly, cut me some slack will ya?
| don't trust anyone. You'd be the first. On that note, 1I'd like to
make sure. Are we friends or not?’

“Yes, wearefriends.”

“Okay.” He said. But he didn't say more then. He started
swimming towards shore. He stopped where he could stand with
just his head above the water. “Come here.” Chip swam over
towards him, still wading even though he could touch bottom.
Johnny swam near to him. He was looking into his eyes.

“Okay now you have me spooked.” Chip decided.

“To close?’
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“That might beit.”

“Still afraid?’

“1 think maybe I’d not expect you to do that. That you'd
know | wouldn’'t be interested in being that close while we
are...naked.” He said.

“Then why get naked to begin with?’

“Your idea.”

“Right, nothing between us now but alittle bit of water.”

“There's plenty of water.” He said as he swam back, “No
need to crowd me.”

Johnny came to a stop with his chin just above the water.
He slowly turned his head to look out over the lake. Further out a
boat was going by with someone water skiing behind it. He then
looked back at Chip. “I'll let you come to me when you' re ready.”

“Why would | do that?’

“Because you'd want to.” Johnny said.

“Why would you think that about me?’

“You never thought it about me, right?’

“No, | don't think about it at all.”

“Right, clueless.” He said.

“Your wrong, Johnny. If you want to tell me about you,
fine. Maybe we shouldn’t be doing this if that's the way you are,
because I'm not.”

“You think I’m barking up the wrong tree?’

“1 know it.” Hereplied.

“So leave.” Johnny said, “Y ou should be reacting badly by
now, get out of the water, get dressed and leave.”

“I'm not that much of a jerk. You think I'm a bigot or
something?’

“That wouldn't really fit into my idea about it, would it?’

“No, but your wrong.”

“So at least do something. Get out of the water and yank
your shorts back on. Y ou should be afraid at this point that | might
be looking at you.”

“You already did, you said something, remember?’

“Yes.”
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“Maybe you don’'t know me either.” Chip decided.

“So tell me, why isn't me being this way freaking you
out?’

“My dad, maybe.”

“Your dad?’ Johnny asked sounding shocked.

“Maybe, | don’t know that much about it, I don’t know that
much about him. He never talks to me about anything except
maybe a few things about what I'm doing. How’s Mom doing,
how’s your sister. He's never mentioned anyone to make me think
one way or another. Maybe it’s just a feeing. Why else would he
leave my Mom?”

“1 hope you're not asking me that, I’d know less about it
than you.”

“It’sjust something | thought about a few times.”

“You just told me you never thought about it.” Johnny
claimed.

“Point.” Chip said and looked away. He was definitely
more relaxed now. He wasn't even sure why, maybe because he'd
spoken it to someone. Maybe what was confusing was something
simple. He eventually looked back at Johnny.

“Okay if you're sure, then maybe we should put our shorts
back on before someone does come.” He said.

“l don’'t care about at that any more.”

“You got brave all of asudden.”

“Just keeping up with you as best | can.” Chip explained.

“And the idea that | managed to get us both naked then |
tell you this doesn’t bother you?”’

“Like you said, we are just swimming.” He replied.

“l guess | was half right at least.”

“What do you mean?’

“In deciding to trust you enough to tell you.”

“Yea.” Chip said and smiled, “Half right.”

“I have only been wondering what you looked like
underneath your clothes for about a year now.”

“No you weren't.”
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“l1 was.” Johnny admitted, “Like | said | knew two years
ago. | must have been thinking you that way because | wanted you
to be that way.”

“Nothing else?’

“You being so quiet most of the time, like | said before
afraid to speak. It'snot like I’ ve ever seen you have a girlfriend.”

“True, not really thinking about that either.”

“You must be thinking about something when you get
yoursdlf off. | know | do.”

“Y ou mean me?’

“Not always you, but sometimes. Now | feel embarrassed
for alowing myself to say that much.” Johnny added.

“1 don’'t think, remember? | just do it. It al works without
thinking so much.” Chip said and laughed.

“You just jumped right out of the way of the truck.” Johnny
said. He began laughing again and started to head out of the water.

“Where you going?’

“1 think I’m done swimming.”

“I"m not.”

“That'sfine.” Johnny said.

“Wait.” Johnny turned around and looked back. He was out
to where the water was only up to his knees. “Come back in.”

“No point.”

“Come back.”

He turned around and headed back out into the water.
When he got back to where he was Chip swam closer. Johnny
watched him.

“No fear.” Chip said.

“Yea, that’s one thing, but letting me wander in my mind
after you made it clear, that might be abad idea.” Johnny said.

“You told me to come to you. | can’'t do that if you don't
stay still.”

“Yeabut...” Chip swam right up closeto him.

“What would you do now?”

“Are you asking or offering?’

“Asking, tell me.”
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“I"d definitely want to touch you at this point. | thought |
was going to do that before you figured me out, but you got me
there.”

“Doit.”

“Chip, come on, you said you weren't.”

“What do | know | am clueless?” He replied. “You think
I’d say so when | don’'t even know? Maybe your three quarters
right only one way to get a better idea about it.”

“Y ou should know.” Johnny said.

“But how could I? | told you | don’t hardly think about it.
Just about my dad, just a thought, maybe | wasn’t really wondering
about him, maybe | was really thinking that way, but it was about
me.”

“How often?’

“Just afew times.”

“Why don’t you touch mefirst then?’” Johnny asked.

“Because we have to get past the idea that we are just
trying to draw each other out so that it can be something to belittle
the other person on. Y ou started this, you touch mefirst.” He said.

“There' s a point where thisisn't just agame.” Johnny said.
“Are you sure you' re ready for that?’

“Yes.”

Johnny finished closing the gap. He moved right up next to
him, letting his shoulder cut across Chip’'s front. Then he brought
his arm out and wrapped it over his shoulder, floating in front of
him. They slowly came together. Johnny’s side went up against
Chip’sfront. Chip brought his arms around him.

“Thisisweird.” Chip decided.

“Want me to move?’

“1 don’t know.” Johnny laughed. Chip smiled at him. “You
just fedl strange up against me, like something aien.”

“You've never been this close to anyone have you?’

“No.” Chip admitted, “Not with the idea that’s going along
with it.”

“Areyou afraid?’
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“No, just out of it, | guess. Maybe it’s being wet.” Johnny
put his feet on the bottom. He stood up instead of just floating
around, taking some of the pressure off Chip’s shoulders where his
arm was resting. Johnny moved to put his head up against his. “I
can’'t do any more than this, Johnny. It’s freaking me out.”

Johnny slowly pulled away. Once he got clear he looked
back at him. “Well, you figure out whether or not | was closer to
right at some point than maybe, maybe something else can
happen.” He explained. This time he did head out of the water. He
stood there for a while, trying to get as dry as possible before
putting his shorts back on. He turned to look at Chip as he slowly
came out of the water.

“Well, my body seems to like it.” He explained as he went
over to the tree to get his shorts.

“Impressive.” Johnny said.

“Yeaq, ditto, | think. I’'m no expert though.”

“All you need is aruler, you see eight or better, you're not
likely to get acomplaint.”

“Never tried that.” Chip confessed as he stuffed himself
back into his shorts.

“I'd say somewhere between eight and nine.” Johnny
offered, “Your fine”

“Which isit? Fine or impressive?’

“There'smore than just length.” He offered.

“| take it you have done research.”

“Some, | haven’'t been willing to risk doing too much of it
for fear of being caught.” He explained. Johnny bent down and
picked up his shorts. He waved them towards himself for a
moment trying to air dry himself abit. He then gave up and slipped
them back on. Then he turned to look at Chip, who was till
pushing his hair back. “Thanks.”

“For what?”

“For not being adick about it. Maybe | can be okay about it
alittle more than | was yesterday.” Johnny explained.

“Ok.” Chip said. They both turned to hear noises coming
down the path. Several minutes later and four other boys round
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about the same age came down the path on bikes. Chip moved to
pick up his shirt and pulled it on. The other boys greeted them as
they approached. They weren't there for conversation though.
They immediately headed for the water as soon as possible.

Chip sat down and put his sneakers on. Johnny had socks.
He slapped the dirt off his feet before putting them on and then tied
up his high tops. Chip was thinking that none of the other boys
noticed either Johnny’s dry shorts versus Chip’s wet ones or the
fact that he still had amajor hard on.

Other than that his heart was till beating rapidly at the
thought of how close they had come to being caught. He wasn't so
fearless about it then. What was surreal came back to being real
and scary again. They both went to their bikes. Johnny wrapped his
shirt around his seat and tied it off. Then they both headed off.
They didn't even need to agree, it was time to go, and it was
someone else’s turn. The other boys were already rough housing
and getting near misses training off the rope swing one right after
another.

The sound of them faded away. Chip was back to
struggling with his bike to get over the rough spots and around
fallen branches while Johnny popped over them. His har was
already dry and standing up on end again. Chip was still pushing
his back, getting it out of his eyes.

They eventually made it back out to the tar road. Chip was
trying to figure out exactly what happened. He'd been just kind of
following along. At some point he'd stopped telling himself that
Johnny’s conversation wasn't leading where it had. Once he'd
done that, he took off his own shorts more readily. He was no
longer confused by then, at least as far as the game went. It was a
dare. He didn't feel the need to prove anything though. He' d done
it in the end because he wanted to. He was aso unsettled the first
time when Johnny headed out of the water to put his shorts back
on. That would have closed the door. Chip wanted it left open, so
he braved the closeness. He aso wanted to give Johnny the idea
that he could trust him.
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Letting him get that close, even for a moment put them on
equal ground about it. After which he'd been shocked by his own
physical reaction. Some where between getting hard as cement and
having his stomach turn and twist into a knot he had to make him
back off. He still hadn’t calmed down. It was alittle uncomfortable
to ride. He couldn’t figure out why just then, but he was getting
closer to it. It was the dreams he woke up from with the same
affect. Only one thing would make it go down then.

He looked over at Johnny. He was silent compared to the
ride out. He wasn’'t even looking at Chip at this point. He must
have been mulling it over in his own head, he'd only have trust to
rely on after they parted ways, that Chip wouldn’t make it out to be
something and tell someone, but who would he realy tell,
especialy after he's gone that far with him? He was looking at his
back. He'd seen his bare back before, but he only ever thought
about how unfair it was for him to go on having clear skin where
as Chip's had gotten pimply. Johnny finally looked at him.
“What?" he asked.

“Just the usual.” He replied. Johnny looked ahead again.
They went back to being silent all the way over the bridge where
they stopped to rest again. It wasn't close to dark like he'd said.
Maybe he was counting on spending more time out there. He
finally turned to face his bike to look at him.

“1 guessI’ll leave you here.” Johnny said, “You'll get home
alot faster without me slowing you down. I’'m not in a hurry, just
going to ride through town and take my time, maybe stop by and
say hey to Clee so he doesn’t think | totally hate him.”

“Ok.”

“So I'll see you around.”

“Just like always.” Chip said. Johnny frowned when he did.
He' d gone quite a ways to make a point to clarify that they were
friends. “Well more so now, since | have a bike now nothing to
slow me up.”

“Right.” Johnny agreed, “See you later.”

“Bye.” Chip said. Johnny pulled away and headed on down
the sidewak. Chip was just about to launch down the hill back
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down the bike path when he stopped. He was now watching
Johnny, who had no reason to look back, to make sure he went
well beyond the turn out. For some reason Johnny’s concern that
Poke steer clear of it was now his concern for Johnny. He kept
right on going and didn’'t even glance in that direction where three
cars were parked. With that done Chip launched down the hill and
finally found out just how fast and far he could go alone. He was
home in half the timeit had taken to get out to the bridge.

He was fully calm by the time he got home. His mom was
already making dinner, so he could relax about it. If she stayed up
they’d do the dishes together. Then al Chip had to think about
were the lawns he might get to mow the following day and rebuild
some of his funds back up.

He felt normal the rest of the evening. It wasn’t until he
woke up in the wee hours of the night again that he started to
panic. The dreams he couldn't quite remember had come back.
This time he wasn’t so quick to forget. Whatever might have been
the imagery before was now something else. He'd been dreaming
about Johnny. He also understood why he woke up not wanting to
remember them before, because they were following aong the
same lines. This meant that Johnny hadn’t actually presented the
ideato his mind, it had been there already, buried somewhere.

Some of it had to come from a laugh session when three
groups of boys had conglomerated together, one of the groups was
Johnny’'s and Chip had been aong. They were passing around
another rag. This one wasn't the usual. This one was filled with
guys instead of girls. They were laughing at it making really bad
jokes and some of the boys were tearing the pages out and ripping
them up. But before it was completely dusted it had come his way
and the image they were all hooting and laughing about so much
was one of two guys having sex. Chip remembered discarding the
magazine to the next in line, it might have been Clee who groaned
loudly and passed to someone else or it might have been Poke
pointing and laughing like crazy. But the image didn’'t leave his
mind so quickly.
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He was back to it now. It wasn't that strange of an idea
even. Not where they lived. He just never thought it applied to
him. And, he decided, if it ever applied to any of the boys who'd
been there, they laughed right along with the rest of them, keeping
the truth to themselves, like Johnny. Chip remembered him
actually paging through it when he got it, laughing like the rest of
them and joining them in their hate tribute of ripping up a page
himsalf.

Chip was haf up on his elbows, breathing hard. He was
realizing that Johnny had shown him something, something to
focus the dream on. It was part of what he'd done by running
around naked, this of’ course alowed Chip to do the same. And if
his mind was using the imagery of Johnny, then Johnny had been
more purposeful in getting the image of Chip to take home with
him. By this time he'd have taken care of his reaction, thinking it
was what woke him up more than the actual dream itself. At this
point that kind of follow up seemed impossible. He was just laying
there being afraid, more afraid then the whole trip to the lake,
which hadn’t even been that scary until he’' d touched him.

He rolled over and looked at the wall. He'd never get to
sleep now. His body was burning up. Not to mention the third floor
apartment was far from cool that time of year without air
conditioning. He'd taken to sSleeping on the covers without
clothing, in order to feel comfortable doing that, he’ d taken tools to
fix the lock on his bedroom door. His mom wouldn't have
approved if she knew he was using it, but as of yet she hadn’'t
found ouit.

He rolled the other way when the imagery failed to fade
away. He'd gotten used to the dream leaving him and he was just
left with the feeling of it. Now he was stuck with both and to afraid
to do anything about it. He was now looking at the bike. There was
a reflection of a light coming through the window along the
chrome handlebars.

He sat up, putting his feet on the floor. He sat there for a
moment. He wasn’t going to get out of the feeling just by doing
that. The next thing, standing up, would only make him more
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aware of himself, but he did it anyway. He stood up. It wouldn’t be
the first time he' d gotten up to use the bathroom, but in those cases
that was the solution. He moved over to the bike and grabbed a
hold of the handlebar. He ran his thumb aong it. It soothed him
some for a moment. Then a new idea struck him, the idea of the
simple shape of the bar. The idea that he’d run his thumb along it
then he'd seen Johnny do it exactly the same. Then he'd done it
again when Johnny could see him do it. He suddenly pulled his
hand away.

But then he was right back to it, this time grabbing both
handle grips. Then there was an overwhelming urge to sit on it. He
pulled it up right and sat on the seat. The new leather seat felt only
dlightly cooler for a moment, and then it was hardly noticeable,
except maybe for the way it felt to him without any clothing on. He
was reasonably sure he wasn't going to soil it. He'd climbed out of
a cold shower before heading to his room in only a towel before
going to sleep.

He closed his eyes and thought about the ride, gliding along
freely down the road to the lake. He' d been having a great day. He
then opened his eyes and looked at the clock, it was only 3 AM. If
he didn’'t get back to sleep it was going to make for along day. He
lifted his hands off the grips and crossed his arms in front of him.
He let his head fall back and a sudden flash of Johnny flying out
over the water crossed his mind. He stayed there for a while,
perhaps still trying to fend off the images or just seeing more of
them.

He started wondering what someone else might think of
him then, sitting on his bicycle naked in the middlie of the night
with the steel bar in front of him. He decided it was odd. He got off
the bike and let it down easy back onto its kickstand. Then he
rolled back onto his bed. Wanting to get back to sleep he went
ahead and started to get himself off. He tried not to let the imagery
that would not go away bother him too much. He was only half
awake as it were. He was going for fearless. The more fearless he
got about it, just in his own mind, the more the imagery became
part of what he was doing.
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The next few days that followed consisted of mowing
lawns and watching his little sister while his Mom went to work.
He was back into his routine. He decided the day of the lake was a
single deal and he could just forget about it. He was now looking
ahead. What might he save money for this time? Maybe he didn’t
need a concrete idea. He would just start stashing again. If he was
lucky he'd get newer sneakers on his birthday and wouldn’t have
to buy any for himself.

He didn't get any free time again until Friday. His mom
had called in to work. She did it often and they were used to it and
her. She didn't do anything that was critical to day-to-day
operations. And when she did work, she worked well, so they keep
her on. If she stayed still most of the day she might come out of it
in time to make dinner, but Chip wasn’'t going to count on it. She
let him know she was fine with Sabrina for the day. It would be
their quiet time. Sabrina was well versed in this. She would take
her spot on the floor manipulating her six dollies around in her
own make believe world.

Chip left by eleven. It was aready steamy outside. He'd
dug up an old yellow shirt with more holes than cloth. 1t would be
like he wasn’t wearing a shirt while not really looking too exposed.
Once out on the street with his bike he headed on down the road,
going aimlessly, or so he thought. Eventually he rounded a corner
and stopped quick. The gangbangers were just down the way and
were pretty much patrolling the street. It might be leading towards
another skirmish. It wasn't a good idea to try and pass on through.
Any more teenagers hanging around like that and the police might
have to come and break them up, but for the moment they were
holding the street.

Chip turned around. Johnny and Poke were just heading
that way. It was the fastest way to the strip and possibly the arcade.
Chip might have been going that way just to hang, or maybe he'd
gone looking for Johnny after all. They both pulled up to a stop
and looked down the street. Sunglasses and heavy jackets in the
heat was areally bad sign.
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“Someoneis going to die.” Poke decided.

“Yeaq, let’s no hang around.” Johnny said.

“Still going to the strip?’ Poke asked. Johnny looked at
Chip.

“Want to go for ice cream? I’ m buying.” He offered.

“Sure.” Chip agreed.

“lce cream?’ Poke complained as they headed back.

“It's fucking hot man.” Johnny said sounding irritated,
“Y ou want some of the shit or not?’

“Sure Johnny.” Poke replied. “Just wondering where you
got money all of asudden.”

“It’s not like enough to score. | got afew bucks.”

“Enough to buy a stick?’ Poke asked.

“Doesn’t matter, strip’s to damn hot.” Johnny said.

“Fine.” Poke said, giving up on the argument. He looked
back once at Chip following. He might not be totally clueless. If it
was ice cream, Chip would come, if it was ajoint it would just be
the two of them.

“Where's Clee?” Chip asked lining up beside them as the
three of them took over the street again.

“Rehab.” They both answered.

“Damn.” Chip said.

“He was robbing his mom, between that and the nose
bleeds he got grilled until he caved.” Johnny said, “I’m blackballed
now. | don’t think she’ll let him anywhere near me since | failed to
protect his sorry fucking ass from it.”

“You tried.” Poke said.

“Any harder and I'd have killed him mysdf.” Johnny
added. They both swerved to the right, losing Chip for a second
since he didn’t know exactly where they were headed. He knew of
afew spotsto get ice cream, but he didn’t know the one they were
headed to. It was starting to involve a ride though, far away from
the gangbangers and more into the nicer parts of town where
parents weren't afraid to have their little kids walking the street
with them. Once they got close to it Chip remembered the place.
He' d gone there once with his dad. It had a drive up window and a
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walk-up. The picnic tables were mostly clean, but still exposed to
direct sunlight with no umbrellas. They pulled up and leaned their
bikes against one.

Johnny gave a questioning look towards Poke to see if he
was going to go up against him again about his decision to spend
money that way instead of pooling it all to get high, which would
then cause them to crave munchies and they’d have no money to
buy it with. Johnny might just be bypassing the dope and going
straight for the sugar. Poke smiled finally, letting the other boy
take control the way he always did. When Johnny had his back to
them as he approached the order window Poke gave Chip a cold
stare. Chip shrugged, like he was clueless. Poke shook his head
back and fourth before looking back at Johnny who was busy
tapping on the window steadily while he waited for service.

The girl inside finaly opened the window. “Yes, I'd like a
double scoop, one cookies and cream and one of mint chocolate.”
Johnny began he turned towards Poke. “What do you want?’

“Vanilla” Poke replied, not sounding very excited.

“That'sit? Plain old fucking vanilla? Live alittle, its sugar,
comesin avariety of flavors, try one.”

“Cherry vanilla” Poke said. Johnny shook his head then
passed that on. He looked at Chip.

“Strawberry.” Chip said. Johnny turned back.

“Got that? All double scoops, one cookies and cream with
mint chocolate, one Cherry vanilla and one Strawberry.” Johnny
said. She totaled it up and he passed her money. Chip heard Poke
moan when he heard how much it was. He watched Johnny break a
twenty to pay for it, too. Johnny quickly shoved the change into his
pocket. Then he looked back a them. Then he looked more
specifically at Poke. “Well get your asses over here do | look like
your fucking serving wench?’

The girl behind the window must have taken offense for
hearing this as she immediately closed the little glass window in
response. Poke and Chip went over near the window getting ready
to claim their cones.
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She opened the window back up and handed Chip a cone
first. He took it and headed towards the picnic table where he sat
on the tabletop it looked just slightly cleaner than the bench where
his feet ended up, which might be why it never stayed clean.

She served out Poke next. He wandered back to the picnic
table. He put his right foot up on it and stared off and away like he
usualy did, keeping an eye out. The service window opened and
the girl moved down to look out it at Johnny. “Just because
everyone else is a punk doesn’'t mean you have to be one too.
Don’'t come round here running your punk ass mouth again.” She
then stood back up and handed out his cone.

“1 didn’'t pay you for your fucking opinion | paid you for
fucking ice cream.” Johnny said and took his cone. She slammed
the window this time. Johnny turned and was laughing. Chip failed
tojoinin, but Poke finally looked back at him grinning.

“You should ask her for her phone number, Johnny.” He
said laughing.

“And get an ice cream scoop up my ass, | don't think so.”
He replied as he headed towards the table. Now that Poke had his
ice cream, he seemed to be enjoying eating it. For the moment
everything seemed ok.

Another boy with frosted white hair on top of brown
swerved into the place and swiveled around them once. He stopped
pointed back out at the street. “Hey Johnny.” He greeted, “Where
you been?’

“Around.” Hereplied.

“1 got top notch shit man, you looking?’ the boy asked.

“What are you a fucking delivery boy? We're having ice
cream. | know where to find you if | want you.” Johnny said.

“It’s good, just saw you here, thought I’d offer.”

“Yeathat's what you said about the last bag.” Johnny said
looking down at him.

“Don’t be dissing me and working against my rep.” He said
sounding annoyed.

“What rep?’ Johnny asked, “You see anyone else hanging
around here? The shit sucked, so stop wondering why | ain’'t
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tapped you lately. As far as anyone else goes, | always up sell you
biatch.”

“You're just low. | see the signs, trying to cover it up with
a sugar buzz. It’'ll never do ya, Johnny. You should get paid, you
should be makin’ then you' d be flowing, no problems.”

“Like | said, when | want to tap you, | know where to
fucking find you. So take your sorry ass on up out of here. Quit
fucking shoving to people who ain't asking. Right now we're
having ice cream.”

“l see how you treat me.” The guy said as he started
heading out, “I’ll remember that.”

“You'll remember my money is green when the time
comes, punk.” Johnny called out after him. The other boy didn’'t
look back and kept right on going. Johnny looked at Poke who'd
lost interest in his ice cream. He was glaring at Johnny again.
“What?’

“He' s right, this blows. We should get paid. This dry spell
sucks. We don’t know when Clee will be back.” Poke said. Johnny
casually moved, getting the major drips off his cone as he went. He
then brought up his hand putting his index finger up near Poke's
head.

“You want to do what that sorry ass punk is doing? You
want to be a gangbanger flunky with a gun pointed at your head
once a week while they count down your money making sure you
make quota? That sound like fun? | have someone in the know,
Poke. They stuffed a gun right up his ass leaving it there for an
hour while they laughed and threaten to shoot off his dick from the
inside.

“They had one guy so jazzed and determined to make asale
he tried to sell a crack rock to an eight year old girl. You hear that?
He was willing to sell arock to a little girl because he needed the
fucking money to make quota. | lost one of yas to fucking rehab. |
don’t need to lose you to the gangbangers or the State Penn. You
want some money, Poke. Go home, ask your dad for some chores,
don’'t be such alazy ass slacker about it. | bet he'll give you adime
if you clean up that shithole you call agarage.
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“Then of’ course this could happen, too.” Johnny said as he
flipped his thumb forward, “Bang.” He pulled his hand away.

“That'sall just talk.” Poketried.

“You think you're so tough.” Johnny said, “You're a
fucking care bear to them, they will walk al over you, they might
even sall your ass if you start slacking on sales that happens a lot,
too. One way or another they end up owning you and you do
whatever, whenever they want you to. They won't be calling you
Poke either, they will be calling you dog, sit, fetch, beg.”

“Alright already, geez Mom.” Poke said. He walked over to
the trashcan and dumped the last of his ice cream into it. Johnny
pushed himself onto the picnic table with his back towards Chip.
Poke slowly moved towards his bike and got back on it. “I think
I’'m headed.” He announced.

“Where the fuck are you going?’ Johnny asked. He
shrugged and rolled for a bit. “Don’t tell me you're going to see
what’s her name again.”

“Finel won't tell you.”

“Be that way then, just make sure you wear a raincoat, you
don't need to come back with anything unwanted, lots of that
going around and she's probably grand fucking central station
about it.” Johnny said. Poke ignored the last comment and rolled
down to the sidewalk. He looked back.

“See you later, Johnny.”

“In the evening, I'm sure.” He called back. Poke zipped on
down the sidewalk. Johnny swiveled around on the table coming to
sit next to Chip. “You see what | mean?’

“About?’

“About sex. He wants it so bad he's willing to go fuck
some skank thing just because he knows she'll put out. Risking all
that shit, if he'slucky he'll just get crabs.”

“Y ou sure he has acondom?’ Chip asked.

“1 gave him plenty, he better have some on him.” Johnny
said.

“Plenty?’

“Sure Chip. Y ou know that bar on 4™ and Lincoln?”
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“No.”

“They have a freebie basket right next to the door. | can
just get in and grab some and get back out before someone gets on
my case about stepping in there.”

“They give them away for free?’

“Sure, they give them away for free in High School, too.
Kind of late for guys our age though, getting way ahead before we
even get there. Not sure, but | think they might take names and call
parents. It's probably bullshit the way they do it one way or
another. But they at |east give them out and don’t refuse you.”

“Weird.”

“Weird is being a sophomore with a one year old, Chip.
They are wising up to the challenge somewhat.” Johnny explained.
He finally finished off his cone and tossed the remains, Chip did
the same. Then they both turned to look at each other. “What do
you want to do now?”’

“1 don’t know, just have to be home for dinner, Mom’s out
of it today.”

“Right, she okay aone right now with your baby sister?’

“Yea, she hasto be able to do at |east that. | made her lunch
before | left all she hasto doisget it out of the refrigerator.”

“That’s cool. No clue why you're mom is like that?’

“Nope.” Hereplied.

“Any timeshean't?’

“When she has a boyfriend, she doesn’t have one right now
though, that’s part of it | suppose.” Chip explained.

“Moms seemed to be messed up all around.” He said.

“l guess.”

“1 know where we can blow some time. We can coast race
down Muller Hill. Let’s see if you can beat me that way.” Johnny
said smiling.

“Alright.”

They spent hours coasting down the hill. Chip’s bike won
every time even when he gave Johnny a good head start. After that
they headed back towards town, riding along, meandering.

“1 need to get home.” Chip finally said.
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“I'll gowith ya.” Johnny said. Chip looked at him strangely
when he said it. “What? | can't come over just because | never
have?’

“You said you wouldn’'t want to.”

“So, | can change my mind, can’t 1? It’s the shit you did
with Wayne right? Hang out at your place or his.”

“Yea |l guess.” Chip said. They looked at each other for a
moment.

“Oh well, | can just go home. Dad should be home from
work soon. | can hand him tools for awhile, anything to stay out of
the house.” Johnny decided.

“You can come over.” Chip said. He was being played, he
wasn't that dense, but after the sudden strange reversal he decided
he might like him to be there for a short while. They were just
hanging out, like normal kids and having a good time, no reason
for it to end.

“Alright.”

They headed back to Chip's neighborhood. They both
dragged their bikes inside the main entryway. Johnny locked his up
against the large post at the bottom of the stairs. Chip lifted his
bike up onto his shoulder and they headed up.

“Man you haveto carry that up two flights.” Johnny noted.

“It’ s not that heavy.” Chip explained.

“Yeal guess.”

They finished the climb. Chip pulled out his key. They kept
the door locked at all times of the day. Then let them in. He rolled
his bike in the hall and then closed and locked the door behind
them. He headed towards his room, rolling his bike into its spot.
Johnny stopped halfway there as Chip’s mom looked at him.

“Hi Johnny.” She said.

“Hi.”

“How are you?’

“Not bad, you?’

“Just getting by.” She said. Johnny nodded. Then he looked
at Chip waiting at his bedroom door. He headed on in and closed
the door behind him. Chip sat down on one side of the bed like it
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was a couch with a pillow behind him and leaned back against the
wall. Johnny looked around at the near empty room. He had a
dresser and one poster on the wall. The rest of the room was barren
of things. The most he saw were some old baseball cards and a
basketball that might have signified Chip’s childhood. He then
looked at Chip. He moved over to the bed and sat down on the
edge for awhile.

“Not much to do in here.” He said.

“Yea, | don't usually spend much time here myself, it's for
deeping. That's one of the reasons | started doing lawns.” He
explained. Chip finally slid back some and leaned his head against
thewall to look at him.

“1"d have you over my place, Man, but you' d never make it
past Mom, she wouldn’t let you into my room without converting
you to Jesusfirst. It's a pisser when you try and have friends over.”

“1 see.”

“You ever have anyone elsein your room?’

“Wayne.”

“He hang?’

“Not for long.”

“No slegpovers?’

“Just at hisplace.” Chip answered.

“Never had anyone elsein your bed before?’

“Sitting, like this, why?”

“How about a more direct question, are you are virgin?’

“Areyou?”’

“1 asked first.”

“l guess.” He said. Johnny looked at him and smiled.
“You?

“One way yes one way no.”

“How can there be two ways?’

“There can be doing it with agirl then doing it with aguy.”
Johnny explained.

“So which one?’

“I had a girlfriend for a while. You weren't paying
attention | think during that time. She was actually after Poke, but
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he didn’t know it. Somehow she ended up with me, just to be near
him, which worked for me because | wasn’t about that with her
either.”

“Oh.” Chip said.

“Yea the things we do to show face. Poke wouldn't have
anything to do with her at the time, now look at him, he'll screw
anything willing.”

“You mean agirl.”

“Yes, sorry he'll screw anything willing with a pussy.”
Johnny clarified.

“1 need to cook dinner.” Chip said as he sat up.

“Y ou cook?’

“Probably hamburgers and beans, toss in afew potato chips
and call it dinner.” He said.

“Alright if | stay? | wouldn’t eat your food, that work?’

“You're not hungry?”’

“No. | specifically do not eat until | really am.”

“Y our mom doesn’'t cook dinner?’

“Of" course she does, if | am not hungry by then she puts a
plate in the refrigerator until 1 want it. Then | just nuke it in the
microwave.”

“We don’'t have one of those.” Chip said.

“Sorry.” Johnny said. Chip shrugged. He then got back up.

“My mom might look at you funny, just ignore it and you
can stay, that just leaves me and | don’t care. Sabrina won't care
either.” Chip said.

“Cool.” Johnny said. He then followed Chip into the
kitchen, which was cornered to the living room. Johnny sat at the
table while Chip cooked dinner. Sabrina came in and sat down next
to him, kicking her feet back and fourth. “What’s up little lady?”

“Nothing.”

“What grade you in this year?’

“First.” She replied.

“Tough, first grade is hard.” Johnny said exaggerating and
grinning. Chip smiled back at him once then turned back to what
he was doing.
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“Noit’snot.” Sabrina argued.

“Yea it is, most little girls flunk out half way through.”
Johnny promised. She just kept shaking her head back and fourth.

“Okay, you know your alphabet?’ he asked. She nodded.
“Wel?’ he listened while she called them out. “Alright | guess you
got that licked, maybe you’'ll be the rare little girl who aces first
grade then.”

“Yup.” She said with confidence.

“This will be a minute, why don’t you go back to the TV.”
Chip said. She looked over at him and then headed back out of the
room. Johnny looked at him afterwards. Chip just didn’'t think
Johnny needed to entertain her. Chip sat in the chair while he
waited on the burgers and beans. He turned once to fully look at
Johnny. He got the weird vibe from him again, so he turned back
to the food and got back up.

Chip eventually filled out plates for his mom, Sabrina and
himself. The woman, with long brown hair and green eyes, |ooked
at Johnny once, strangely, because he was sitting there and not
eating. She then focused on her meal. Once they finished Chip
quickly got all the dishes out of the way.

The boys then went back into Chip’s room. This time Chip
just stretched out on the bed. Johnny leaned against the bike,
holding onto the seat. “You'reto quiet.” Hefinally said.

“Thewalls are thin.” Chip replied.

“1 have to be honest. | don’t think she's paying attention at
al.” Johnny said. Chip just looked at him.

“1 thought you wanted to meet up with Poke?’

“Fuck him, he ditched us remember?’

“Yea, | got the feeling he wasn’t to pleased with today
when you asked me to come along.”

“Yea well when he starts footing the bill he can make the
decisions.” Johnny said.

“You weren't headed to the strip to score?’

“1 might have been, but | didn't promise him shit, then the
bangers were there and then | saw you, it was al like a big omen.
So | thought what the fuck, ice cream. You liked it.”
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“1 did, so did Poke when he wasn't busy being pissed about
not having hisfix.” Chip decided. Johnny came over to the bed and
sat down on the edge. Chip moved over closer to the wall giving
him room, expecting him to just sit there. He lay down beside him.
Chip turned his head to look at him.

“Share the pillow?” Johnny asked. Chip pulled it out some,
but it wasn't really that big. Johnny put his head on it anyway and
they were now touching each other’s head. “Y ou sleep in the same
bed with Wayne?’

“No, on thefloor.”

“Yea, the floor here, sorry Man, not very inviting.” Johnny
said.

“1 wouldn’t make anyone sleep on this floor either.”

“Thisfeel weird to you, like the lake?”

“No, thisfeels like hanging out as friends.”

“Hanging out on the bed?”’

“Sure, Wayne and | did that, usually listening to music.”

“You got aradio?’

“It’ s broken.” Chip said.

“That doesn’t give us alot to do.” Johnny decided.

“Yeaand it's getting hot in here.” Chip said. He kicked off
his shoes. Johnny looked down at his bare feet. He then kicked off
his own shoes. Chip sat up. This gave Johnny alook at his back as
Chip pulled off his shirt. “Not that much better.”

“You sleep in your shorts?’

“Not right now, it's to hot.” He replied, “Just take it all
off.”

“That lock work?”

“Yes, last thing | need is for Sabrina to come running in my
room trying to wake me up before | am dressed.” Chip said.
Johnny climbed off the bed and walked over to the door. He turned
the lock and then came back, taking off his shirt as he went. He
lad it over Chip's bike. Then he went over to the window shade
and pulled it the rest of the way down, making the room a little
dimmer in the failing light of early evening. He then returned to
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the bed. Chip had evened out the pillow a little more before they
both lay back down. “1 do like this.”

“What having afriend to hang out with again?’

“Yes.” Chip replied.

“Just so long as | don't make it weird on you agan.”
Johnny thought aloud. Chip reached out with his hand and ran it
over Johnny’s crew top head.

“Like that you mean?’

“Maybe, why did you do that?’

“1 don’t know.”

“Oh come on now, that answer just isn't going to do any
more. Try again.”

“1 wanted to know what it felt like.” Chip replied. He did it
again, thistimetaking histime.

“Kind of like petting a dog.” Johnny said and they both
laughed. Johnny rolled over onto his side to look at Chip's bike.
“Keeping that in here, it's aimost like your worshipping it.”

“l just don't want it out of my sight.” Chip explained. He
then rolled over onto his side as well. It allowed more skin to catch
air versus sticking to the bed. He was aready moist. Now he was
looking at Johnny's bare back and could see where perspiration
was gathering center between his shoulders.

“You dtill think 1 am only three quarters right?’

“More like eighty percent.” He replied. Johnny flipped to
his other side so they could face each other.

“Why?’

“Because | dreamed about it.” Chip admitted, “Woke me
up in the middle of the night, not that it's that new, but it was the
first timeit was you in my dream.”

“Scare you?”

“A lot, way more than the lake.”

“Why?’

“Because | ill like to think I'm not like that.” Chip
answered.

“Maybe your dreams are trying to help you figure it out.”

“Maybe, so why do they just end up scaring me?”’
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“Like| said before, I've been afraid of it for two years.”

“So what made you decide to say something to me then?’

“The bike.” Johnny said, “When | saw you on it, | got a
feeling that it would be the day, the bike meant changes, for both
of us.”

“That’sweird.”

“Not all bad though, isit?”’

“No. You think | can some how get past being scared?’

“You're aready doing that man. If anyone else knew about
me, they’d not allow me to just hang out like this, they might be
afraid I’ d try something.”

“1 am afraid of that.” Chip said.

“1 know, but I'm still here. You're not letting your fear tell
you what to do.”

“Does that mean | am fearless?’

“No, it just means you have courage.” He replied. Chip
looked at his watch. He rubbed his face.

“1 need to go put my sister in bed.” He explained. Johnny
sat up and moved so that Chip could get up. “I’ll be right back.”

He left the door hanging open. Johnny could hear him
corralling his sister off towards her room. They were chattering
quite a bit and she seemed to be asking him about Johnny. Chip
wasn't offering up many answers. The noise grew quieter when
they went into her room.

After that he heard him speaking to his mother, possibly
suggesting she might go to bed, too. Once the TV got turned off,
he figured he'd been right. It was only seven-thirty. Chip came
back in. He closed the door easily and flipped the lock. He then
came back to the bed and sat down next to Johnny. “Y ou can sleep
over.” He offered.

“Okay, | guess | should call my mom.”

“We don't have aphone.” Chip explained.

“Pay phone?’

“On the corner.” He said.

“Alright, let's go.” He said. He put his shoes back on, but
left his shirt. Chip tried to do the same, but failed, grabbing his
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shirt at the last minute. They headed outside and walked down to
the corner. They checked the phone to seeif it was operating. Then
Johnny stuffed a couple quarters into it and dialed home. It took
him a while to relay the message. He seemed to be getting a lot of
static from his mom. At the last Chip heard him talking to his dad.
This seemed to go a lot quicker with him just explaining he was
over a friend's house and wasn’t coming home and wasn’'t going
out. He then hung up the phone.

When they got back to Chip’s room Johnny kicked his
shoes off. He then looked at him as he pulled his shirt off. “What
about the shorts?” Johnny asked.

“You got underwear?”’

“No.”

Chip took a deep breath. “I don’t know.”

“Alright.” Johnny said as he moved back to the bed and sat
down. Chip just stood there looking at him for a while. Johnny
finally just lay back down. After another long pause of not saying
anything Chip spoke.

“Fuck it, it's to hot.” He moved towards the bed, yanked
his shorts down, sat down and took his shoes and shorts off. He
crawled over Johnny to get back on the inside. Johnny sat up long
enough to get his own shorts off. “Wish | had afan.”

“Why don’t you buy one?’

“Hadn’t thought about it until just now.” He replied.

“Thisfee weird like the lake?’

“A little bit likeit.” Chip finaly said.

“How curious do you think you are?”’

“Probably not any more curious than usjust like we are.”

“You ever hold anyone' s hand?”’

“Sure.”

“How about doing that?’ Johnny asked. Chip put his right
hand up in the air splaying out his fingers. Johnny locked his in
between them. Then he set them back down. “To weird?’

“Not too weird, but still weird. Starting to feel aien to me
again.”

“Want meto let go?’
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“No.” hereplied. They went quiet again. It might have been
an hour or more. Chip finally had to free his hand, because they
were just sweating against each other. “ Sorry.”

“It's ok.” Johnny replied. His voice had gotten low, like it
might have been past bedtime. Chip could zonk out as early as
nine, but he didn’t think he'd fall asleep easily with Johnny right
beside him. Chip came up on his side again, something he'd been
reluctant to do considering how he might end up touching Johnny
that way. At this point he’d calmed down though. He held his head
up for awhile.

He was visuadly trailing down Johnny's front side.
Watching his chest rise and fall, the splattering of hair that was
growing there might really fan out in the next few years. He found
himself looking down along him, looking really for the first time at
the exposed portion of his body. He seemed relaxed, too. His right
hand was just on his side while his left was flat to the bed. Chip
headed back up, stopping a his chin. Then he came up on his
elbow to look at his face. Johnny turned to recognize him doing it.

“You'relike perfect.” Chip said.

“1 doubt it.”

“Just the word that comes to mind when | look at you.”

“Yea, words are hard to pull when you're not sure what
you'retrying to say.”

“What do you think | mean?”’

“1 think it means you find me attractive, you might try
handsome, or if you'rereally brave, sexy.”

“No, not sexy.” Chip said. Johnny just smiled. “What about
me?’

“Uhm, I'd definitely say attractive, but you'd get confused,
thinking you needed to look perfect for that to happen.”

“You'reright.”

“You're redly filling out, just in the past year.” He
explained.

“And?’

“And you're endowed.” Johnny said and laughed alittle, “I
was always going to guess that.”
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“That's so strange to me, to think you'd been thinking
about me, thinking about my dick for a year now.”

“1 like that your not hiding it, you're not hiding yourself,
even though your sense of caution might be telling you to.”

“You don't think I'm just teasing?’ Chip asked.

“Wouldn’'t matter, right now this is great. | wanted to push
you the other day, | was ready to just start kissing you, but since
that didn’t happen, I’d rather you came to me at your own pace, if
you're going to. Right now I'll settle for a friend who accepts me
as| am.”

“Yea, but I'm not redlly just saying ok, | am playing into it

some.
“That’ s probably because you have something to discover.”
Johnny said.
“What would be the next thing to do?’
“1"d go for that kiss.”

“No, something easier.” Chip said.

“Well you touched my head, you held my hand, try
touching me somewhere else.” Johnny suggested. Chip looked at
him. He'd not really been wanting to do anything other than touch
his head so far. It was an impulse, like letting him get close for the
first time. He just reached out with his left hand towards him and
then let it land on his front side.

This was different. He might have gotten just touchy
enough to ever feel someone else's bare shoulder, but not much
else. The idea that Johnny was touching his side to al of Chip's
front the other day was freaking him out, at the moment he knew
why. It was too much a once. He was just in the middle of
Johnny’s front side now. He pulled his fingers aong, twisting his
hand. Then he got even braver and slid the whole of his hand from
Johnny’s left to his right. After that he pulled his hand away. He
was still getting weirded out.

He was also rock hard again. He causally rolled over on to
his stomach hiding it from Johnny, not that he was really looking
that way. “What happened?’ Johnny asked. Chip took a deep
breath.
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“Same as the other day.” He answered. Johnny finally
turned his head to look at him and see how he’'d ended up, he was
hiding himself now, but he was al so exposing his backside.

“Make you fedl guilty?” Johnny asked.

“Maybejust alittle, it'slike my body is betraying me?’

“Theideathat it might be natural hasn’t occurred to you?’

“Sure man like seeing a girl. Sometimes it hits you just
right, gives you that feeling and it just happens.” Chip said.

“What girl?’ Johnny asked.

“Louise Dales.” Hereplied.

“Asin?

“Asin at the public pool, coming up out of the water in her
bathing suit. To me in that moment my whole body just reacted,
like she was some sort of goddess or something.” Chip answered.

“Anyone else?’

“Not like that.”

“And then me?’

“Yea, but thisisn't just looking. | mean that’s al | did was
look at her. With you, I’'m touching you where | never touched
anyone, well at least not like this, not being totally naked. | have
played plenty of sports, jabbed a few guys here and there. Never
gave it athought before.”

“Okay. So you have to decide why you feel guilty.”

“Because, because this isn't the way its supposed to be.”
Hesad.

“So you think I’'m wrong?”’

“No, I think maybe it’sjust wrong for me.” Chip tried.

“Thisardigiousthing?’

“Not redly, you see any Jesus stuff around here? | don't
even think there’'s a bible in this place. No, | guess | just...Johnny
when it comes to this I’ m just another sheep.”

“That'sfair.” Johnny said.

“You might be right. We might just be so desperate for sex
that touching anybody that way might set you off.”

“That would be fine, too.” Johnny said, “You'd get past
that someday, but it doesn’t explain your dream.”

Randy Cragin



72 Bicycle Rendezvous Part One

“Yea, the one that is scary, the one that only recently
became about you. Maybe you presenting yourself that way to me
isnow stuck in that part of my mind, reliving it while | sleep.”

“Point.” Johnny agreed. “Then there's a point where it's
not so much about sex anymore, you get mixed up with how you
feel about a person. Then someone say something stupid like | love
you.”

“Yea, | guess.” Chip said. He laid his head down, half on
his arm and half on the pillow, which Johnny was using more fully.
They went quiet for a long time and eventualy the weight of the
day, going back up Muller hill so many times, allowed him to just
fall asleep.

He woke up from the dream again. He popped his head up
immediately and tried to move. This then reminded him that
Johnny was right there, the reality past the dream, because he'd
been in it again. He was breathing hard in reaction to it and since
he' d hit Johnny when he tried to move Johnny woke up.

“What?’ Johnny asked. He finally moved from being just
on his back to his side looking at Chip as he was half up aready on
his right hand looking down at him.

“The dream again.” He explained.

“You do look freaked man.” Johnny said. Chip wiped at his
face with his free hand and pulled his hair back. “So what's
happens in the dream?”’

“l can't remember al of it, your there, then I’'m holding
you. Then...maybe you kiss me. Then | wake up like this.”

Johnny looked down across his front. “You were like that
when you went to sleep.”

“1 know, but it’s also different. I'm only half awake and my
whole body has zingers shooting through it.”

“Right.” Johnny said, “I think | know what you mean.”

“My heart is just pounding.” Chip said as he put his hand
over his heart. Johnny reached out with his right hand to put it
there. Chip moved his hand to let him fedl it.

“Damn man, your awake now, nothing to be scared of, it
was just adream.”
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“It was, but now you' re here for real.”

“l ain't going to mess with you. Honestly Chip, right now |
just want to go back to sleep.”

“l won't be ableto...unless...”

“What?’

“The only thing that has stopped this before, you know do
it by myself.”

“«Oh.”

“l can’'t do that with you here.”

“That might be weird.” Johnny agreed. He slowly turned
over to face away. Chip kept looking at him while the panic
subsided. Maybe there was more to the dream than just the fire
shooting through him, it had been about something else before it
became about Johnny. He really couldn’t remember. What if it had
aways included him? He just failed to remember it that way?

He took another deep breath and settled down some, lying
down on his side. Thistime he claimed his half of the pillow. It put
his face right up to the back of Johnny’s head and he could smell
the scent of the shampoo in his hair. He experimentally closed his
eyes. Then he reached out with his hand and put it on Johnny’s
arm.

“What?’ Johnny asked.

“That bother you?”’

“No.” he replied. “You can move closer if you want, your
dlap up against the wall.”

“Then I’d be touching you, you know with myself.”

“Up to you.” Johnny said. Chip dlid away from the wall
some. He reached down and pulled himself up as he moved. When
he let go he was touching Johnny’s backside there. “Okay now |
think that’sweird.”

“Sorry.” Chip said getting ready to move.

“Just relax, see if you can’t go back to sleep. You sureit’s
not just a piss hard?’

“Yes, | don’t need the bathroom.”

“Then you'll go down after awhile.” He explained.
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“I'll try that.” Chip said. With no place else to go with it,
aside from laying his hand on his side, he put it back on Johnny’s
shoulder. After a while of just coming awake he began to think
about what he was actually doing. He was trying to decide why his
hand where it was, was something he wanted to do, where as the
other part of him touching Johnny was both ok and disturbing at
the same time. He knew why Johnny didn't care. At this point
nothing would bother him about Chip doing something. He'd
almost spoken it just so. They were still checking everything with
each other.

Johnny might have thought it was weird, because it was a
small portion of contact. Chip decided that might be weird for him
too if he was the one where Johnny was. He aso concluded that he
could stop asking about everything before hand. He eventually
moved even closer bringing his whole left arm around over
Johnny’s side and pressing up against his back even more. It was
similar to the dream. And the panic was now gone, being half
asleep like when he'd been sitting on his bike was part of it. It
might fail to be real in the morning and the idea that he was now
pulling Johnny closer to him, making the uncomfortable contact
more comfortable struck him again as odd.

Johnny covered his arm with his own and wrapped his hand
over Chip’'s. “Better?’ he asked.

“Yea.” Chip said. It still wasn’t cool enough for him not to
feel hot against him, but he wanted that too. At the last he pressed
his face right into Johnny’'s head and the last of the zingers
subsided on their own. He could only guess that he was giving his
body what it had been crying out for in the night for, for ailmost a
year now.

He finally went down. It allowed him to come up close to
him more evenly and as he lay there with the contact, which had
him totally freaked at the lake, he fell asleep with a feeling of
comfort.

Chip woke up first. They had ended up on aftilt. Chip was
halfway towards being on his back with Johnny covering half his
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front. He was no longer covering his hand. Chip’s arm was lying
across Johnny’s chest with his fingers just coming over to his side.
Johnny had his right arm curled up around his own head while his
left was crossing Chip’s with his hand resting on his stomach.

“Johnny.” Chip said, with his mouth so close to his ear he
didn’t say it very loud. Johnny snapped awake, his body jerking
some in reaction to being suddenly awake. He turned his head to
see Chip, he then pulled away sitting up quickly on the edge of the
bed.

“Sorry.” He said as he rubbed his face.

“Why? | did that.” Chip explained. Johnny turned his head
around to look at him. “Remember | woke up in the middle of the
night from my dream? We talked.”

“1 remember that.” Johnny agreed, “Last | remember you
asked meif it was okay to have your hand on my shoulder.”

“Yea and then | moved away from the wall. Then | pulled
you closer.” Chip said. Johnny’s confused look passed away and
he nodded. He then turned around. He grabbed his shorts and
pulled them on as he sat up. Then he turned around where he
stood.

“Bathroom?’

“Door next to the kitchen.” Chip answered. As he headed
for the door Chip pulled the loose blankets over himself covering
his lower half. Johnny fumbled with the doorknaob forgetting it was
locked for a moment. Then he got it open and left closing the door
behind him.

Chip moved on to his back looking at the ceiling. He'd
have to reconcile al of this now to the light of day. He'd moved up
to eighty-five percent or was it ninety by now? In the end he
couldn't blame Johnny, because he'd let him make al the
decisions about it. And the idea that he was sorry when he'd
forgotten that Chip had pulled them together instead of him doing
it made it more Chip’s own doing.

He wondered what he’'d have done if it had been that easy
to have a girl sleeping next to him? Maybe he would have allowed
her that kiss? Maybe more would have happened according to the
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way nature had designed them. He bit his thumbnail as he thought
about it. Because in the end, as far he knew for the time being, he
wouldn’t have risked allowing agirl to get that close.

He might have had it upside down after al. Maybe his
physical reaction to seeing Louise in her bathing suit was just the
body and not realy him as opposed to the other way around. He
wasn't dreaming about her, at least not now. Johnny had been the
cure for the zingers, too. They didn't even have to do much more
than to be close. Maybe Johnny was at the least ninety percent
right. Because if he’d been more wrong than Chip would have
closed the door on the idea, he'd have let Johnny get his shorts
back on at the lake the first time instead of taking it a step further.

Johnny came back in the room and closed and locked the
door again. He then looked over at the window. “ That open?”’

“Yes, but al you get from outside is the smell of trash.”
Chip explained. Johnny nodded then he came back over to the bed.
He sat opposite of Chip so he could look at him, sliding his right
kneeup on it.

“Sit up.” He said. Chip pushed himself up into a sitting
position. Johnny smiled at him. Then he angled over to his side and
leaned towards him. He wrapped his arms around Chip’'s sides
coming in under his arms. He put his head over Chip’s shoulder
and pulled him close to him hard. Chip hugged him back.

When Johnny finaly pulled away he was smiling. “I
needed that.” He explained, “I'd have felt weird if | left you
without it, like | didn’t appreciate you.” Chip just looked at him,
not worked up to a smile himself, he was still confused. “I should
go.”

Johnny turned to the side and began to reach for his
sneakers. He'd gotten one on and Chip pulled himself down the
bed so he was right behind him. Johnny stopped, holding his
second sneaker still. Chip was running on impulse again. He turned
towards Johnny and wrapped his arms around him from his
backside, resting his chin center on his back.

“You figure out what you' re doing yet?’ Johnny asked.

“You're up to ninety percent right.” Chip replied.
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“As far as I’'m concerned, you can keep right holding me
like thisal day.” Johnny said. He then laughed, “But we have shit
to do don't we?’

“Lawns.” Chip agreed. Johnny began putting his other
sneaker on while Chip moved with his movements. When he had it
on he sat up straight allowing Chip’s chin to end up on his
shoulder. Johnny covered both his hands with his own.

“l should go, Mom hasn’'t seen me since yesterday
morning, she'll be freaking if | don’t come home right away. Then
| need a shower.”

“So do I.” Chip agreed letting him go. Johnny stood up
getting his shirt. Chip turned to put his feet on the floor. He stood
up as well and went to his chest of drawers. He opened the second
one down and pulled out a towel. He wrapped it around himself.
After one last direct look at Johnny he headed towards the door
and they headed out.

“I"ll see you later.” Johnny said as Chip opened the door
for him.

“Alright.”

Johnny headed out, cruising down the stairs at top speed
and he didn’t look back. Chip closed the door and was suddenly
startled by Sabrina standing in the hall. “You friend gone?’ she
asked.

“Yup, what do you want for breakfast?’

“Cereal.” She answered, she never ever actually asked for
bacon and eggs, he only cooked them when he wanted them, other
times he'd skip breakfast altogether. He got her started on that and
went on in to the shower. By the time he was dressed his mom was
up and about looking slightly more energetic than the day before.

Mowing lawns wasn't that hard. It was just something
nobody really wanted to do. If you were lucky enough to have a
kid old enough to handle the machines, you had it made. If you
weren't then a guy like Chip would come aong and do it dirt-
cheap. Professional services offered much and cost more, so it was
always second choice to alawn boy. Chip had started out small in
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the beginning. He saw an old man struggling to do it himself and
had offered to do it for him. He hadn’t been thinking about money
then, he'd been thinking the old guy was just not realy healthy
enough to do it himself. So he offered, so he wouldn’'t have to find
out later he'd caused himself a heart attack. When he was done the
old man gave him afew dollars. In Chip’s world afew dollars was
alot of money. It al rolled out from there, he’'d told him of an old
woman who could also use his services, the idea that he'd been
providing one hadn’'t occurred to him before that. Another lawn
and he was few bucks richer. Since he never set a price he let them
do it, she handed him a dime spot and he was aghast in
appreciation.

It then became a job and he'd become responsible to a
schedule that by the third year spanned the whole summer. He let
them tell him how often they wanted it done and he was still letting
them pay him what they wanted. He got as much as twenty dollars
from a hug lawn in front of atight pursed rich man’s house. The
idea that the man was saving hundreds of dollars by using Chip’s
services as opposed to the gardeners that had been doing it, helped
out tremendously.

He was on his third lawn for the day. He' d worked them all
together over time so that he'd actually have awork day instead of
doing them all week. Saturday was jammed packed every other
week against his time spent with his father. This was because his
clients were home and could give him access to their machines and
make sure he didn’t injure himself.

The older people who were home during the week he
gpaced out Tuesday through Thursday. That gave him Friday,
Sunday and Monday to just do nothing. He usually managed the
groceries on Sunday, stretching out the food stamps in the winter
to make it last and buying more hearty meals during the summer
with some of his own money. In a week’s time he'd be back to
having money stashed again.

His sneakers were falling apart. He' d have to replace them.
He couldn’'t wait till his B-Day any longer. He'd be barefoot by
then. At the end of the day he pooled the money he had on hand.
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He wouldn’'t be able to stash it anyway until he got home. He
looked at what he had and decided it might just be enough for
another cheap pair.

He rode his bike to the small department store. They often
had shit on sale there. He pulled his bike up to the nearest sign and
locked his bike up against it. He then went into the store and
sucked up the air conditioning. He could hang out long enough to
actually dry off some, but he didn't want to leave his bike
unattended for to long. Steel string locks weren’t good enough.
Gangbangers ran around with bolt cutters on them for just such an
opportunity.

Chip decided to make it quick, he found a close out bin
with sneakers in it, but they were really bad. He'd not get two
weeks of use out of them. He wandered over to the shoes and
stopped suddenly, looking at shoes that were part boot. They were
black and would get hot in the summer sun, unlike his floppy
sneakers that were mostly white. He looked at the price. They were
marked down. He then pulled out abox in his size and began to try
them on. He was till trying to decide when someone approached,
coming around to the shoe aidle.

“Wedll if it isn't roadrunner red.” Poke said. “Your bike is
like asign, telling everyone who' s seen you on it where you are.”

“What' s up Poke?’ Chip asked.

“I'll get right to the point. I'm sick of you. | want you to
stay clear of me and Johnny.” He said.

“Why?’

“Because | don't like you, | don't like being ignored over
you either. You think I’'m a moron, too? | might appear like a
flunky to you, but me and Johnny we go way back, long before
you showed up to fuck things up.”

“What do you mean?’ Chip asked.

“lce cream? That's what fuckface. We were headed to the
strip when he saw you and then we go get fucking ice cream? |
don’t even know what he seesin your pimply ass. You'retired and
sorry, you are definitely not cool. Me and Johnny got shit to do
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you don’t want to do it, so just fucking get lost and stop screwing
things up.”

“That’'s it? You're not getting stoned and it’s my fault? It's
my fault Clee' s no longer around to support your habits?’

“l saw the money Johnny had, that was plenty to get us
wasted and we were going to do just that before you showed up.
You were headed to the strip, you were looking for him. | ain’t
blind.”

“That's al you care about? That's Johnny to you, getting
high?’

“Yea man, that’s what we do, it don’t include you, it’s that
simple.”

“Ever think he might want to stop doing that?’ Chip asked.

“You're an idiot if you think that, Johnny’s a pothead. He
might be skipping just to let you hang around, probably has
something to do with your bike, | really don’t care what it is.”

“What would you do if he did quit smoking, if that's all
you' re hanging around him for?” Chip asked.

“He never would, he's only just skipping because of you. If
he ever did quit I'm sure I'd find someone else to smoke with,
we'd separate on that, but it ain't happening. We been hanging
through water gun fights, skateboarding, biking and now we're
smoking. Stop fucking with us.”

“You're an asshole.” Chip said standing up, wearing the
shoe boots. Poke looked down at them and then looked all the way
back up to his eyes.

“Better than being a fag, don’'t think | don’t know that’s
what you are, either, you fucking pimply ass piece of shit. I'm
telling you now, get lost. Johnny will figure you out sooner than
later. When he does he will knock you to the ground and stomp on
your face, I’ve seen him do it before. He don't like that shit, so go
hit on someone else.”

“Fine, whatever.” Chip said, “Keep him away from me, too
then. Any day | don’t have to look at you is a day better than the
last. So get the fuck out of my face about it, because | really don’t
give ashit about a couple of fucking potheads anyway.”
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Poke looked at him for a while. He might have been
expecting some sort of fight, some sort of come back against his
statement about Chip being a fag, but he was just standing up to
him. Poke finally headed past him, slamming his shoulder into his
as he went trying to tempt him into afight. Chip just sat back down
and let him go. Once he was gone, Chip decided on the shoe boots.
They wouldn’t get all dirty doing lawns like his sneakers did.

He went to pay for them and get back outside to make sure
Poke didn’t fedl the need to leave his bike out of it. Once he got
outside his bike was just fine. He sat down on cement steps and put
the boots back on. Then he tossed the old sneakers and the box
away in the nearest trashcan. If he were lucky the new shoes would
last until Christmas.

He then headed for the local convenience store. He wanted
a soda before heading home. He pulled up into the parking lot. He
looked around, not seeing anyone. He pulled the bike up near the
glass next to the door and lay it down on its side. It would make it
more obvious if someone actually made a grab for it. He took one
more look around then went inside.

He went straight for his drink, grabbing it and aready
having his money out he headed back towards the counter. He saw
one of the gangbangers come flying around the building heading
for his bike. Chip’s first impulse was to run back outside, but that
would make it look like he was trying to stea the drink. He rushed
towards the counter, dropping his money and the drink and then
flew out the door.

The gangbanger was reaching for the bike. He had his hand
out towards the top bar and was suddenly frozen still. Even at this
point he might still claim it. He could just yank it up and take off
with it. Chip would never see it again. But he was no longer
moving. And as Chip got closer his saw the guy’s hand shaking,
like he'd encountered something before getting to the bike and
he' d gotten stuck by it. Chip thought about claiming the bike back,
he'd have to, but it might start a fight. He decided the bike was
worth it and advanced. “What are you doing?’ Chip asked. The
guy’s eyes rolled his way and then he stood up. He looked back at
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the bike, looking afraid and then ran off full steam. Chip slowly
picked his bike back up looking after the guy until he disappeared.

He was then startled by the store attendant as he handed
him his soda. Chip turned around to look at him. “Want me to call
the police?’ he asked.

“Why, he didn’t do anything?”’

“Yea, but | should anyway to let them know they are
stocking our customers again. | am so sick of these punks.” He
said. Chip took the soda from him.

“Thanks.”

“Yea and next time, just bring your bike inside, at least
when | am working, anything to slow the bastards down some.” He
said as he headed back inside.

“Alright.” Chip agreed as he twisted the top off and took a
drink. What the hell stopped the guy from stealing his bike? It had
gone surreal on him again. The weird thing was that he wasn't
afraid, he' d been ready to fight, one on one and it would have been
fair. He then rode on home, ready to be away from the world again.

In the morning Chip dragged himself outside, getting his
bike out there and just breathing in the day, his mom had come up
another notch and he decided he wouldn’t worry about Sabrina
eating lunch. If she had to, she could slop together a sandwich. He
wanted the whole day just to himself, no work and no more
conflict. The only decision left was where to go.

Johnny came flying around the corner on his BMX and
rode around him once, stopped and swiveled the back end around
to end up facing him. “What the fuck did you say to Poke?’ he
asked.

“It’ swhat he said to me Johnny and | agreed.”

“Okay what did his sorry ass say to you then?”’

“He told me to get lost. And leave you aone. | don't think
that’s such a bad idea.”

“Why?’
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“Because he pegged me, Johnny, called me a fag and told
me to stop hitting on you. To steer clear so you guys could get
back to your smoking and shit.”

Johnny smiled. “I told you he wasn’t stupid.”

“Yea well he pegged me instead of you. But maybe you
should stay away before he figures you out. He's your friend and
you have shit to do. So maybe it’sagood idea.”

“Fuck him.” Johnny said still smiling, “I’'ll be damned
before he tells me who | can and who | can't be friends with.
You're my friend Chip. You don't just drop the ball on that
because of an asshole. | told you he was raggedy. Don’'t listen to
him. I'll take care of him. | know just what to do.” He turned his
bike around. “I'll see you later Chip, don’'t worry | can handle
this.” He then kicked in the speed and | eft.

Chip sat there a minute stewing. Mostly he just wanted it to
al stop and be done with. It wasn’'t worth the bullshit. The last
thing he needed to do was cause Johnny to lose a friend he’'d had
forever. He took a deep breath. Part of him was just getting to
realy like Johnny. He'd seen him stepping away from the drugs.
He was probably doing that in reaction to fucking up Clee with
cocaine. He also hadn't seen him with a cigarette in his mouth
since the day of the lake, but that might just be because he hadn’t
gotten around to it. He'd only really seen him for ice cream and
then he'd spent the night. Chip was having trouble believing all
that happened. It was all becoming bad shit. Poke had reminded
him how hated one could quickly become for being pegged. Even
if it weren't closer to the truth, he could get ragged on it quite a bit
if Poke started running around telling stories about him.

But he wouldn’t, Chip decided, not as long as Johnny was
considered his target, he'd let Johnny finish it. Only it wouldn’t be
what Poke had predicted would happen. So for the time being he
stopped worrying about him running his mouth. He then decided to
head to the park. He knew a spot right up close to the river that was
mostly out of everyone's view from the park and he’'d just go and
chill out. He headed off.
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He' d been sitting there peacefully for hours, just watching
the muddy river flow by. The sounds of people were low, coming
over the little hump of the land between him and them that made
the little spot secluded. He was stretched out on the grass and was
just staring up at the sky as puffy white clouds passed overhead.

“You can be kind of predictable.” Johnny said as he came
up to the top of the knoll. Chip turned to look at him. “This was
my second choice. Where was | going to find Chip on a day like
today, cooler than all of last week? | checked the playground first.
Then | remembered you hiding out here before.”

“l came here to be adone” Chip said, but he lacked
emphasis, part of him wanted to hear what Johnny had to say.

“This would be the first time | crashed your hiding spot
then. Seen you here before, never bothered you then.” Johnny said,
“Want meto leave you alone?’

“No, and stop asking before doing everything, it's
annoying.” Chip replied.

“Wow that could mean a lot of stuff you'd be opening
yourself up to.” He said smiling. Chip just looked at him for a
response. Johnny came off his bike. He came down and let it fall
over as he approached. Chip sat back up. Johnny sat down right
next to him, making sure their sides were touching. He was
crowding him then. Chip failed to move away though. “I took care
of it.”

“What?’

“Poke, Man. | set him straight. He won't be giving you any
more grief.”

“How did you do that?’

“Well | started out just hanging around, like everything was
cool. He could only imagine that | found you earlier and gave you
shit about it before catching up to him. After awhile he asked me to
go and score.

“That's when | turned on him hard and told him he better
tell me everything he said to you and not leave out a damn thing
about it. I'd get to the bottom of it one way or another. He told me
everything that was said, best he can recollect anyway. | just sat
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there on my bike staring him down, nodding occasionally, getting
him all nervous about it.

“1 let him know first thing you were my friend as well as
him, that didn’t require him to like you at all, but he didn’t have a
right to say shit to you about it. | then handed him forty dollars,
which he took from my hand. | said you just want to get high so
bad go fucking do it without me, here’'s your stipend, go right
ahead. Then | said if | ever find out you referred to me as a pothead
to anyone behind my back again I’d God damn knock your lights
out.”

Johnny looked out over the water.

“Y ou want to know what he did?’

“Sure.”

“He handed me back the forty bucks, apologized for his
sorry ass and headed off to his sister’s house again.”

“You think she gets him high?”

“That’ s possible. Thing is he stepped back, he was checked.
He better formulate a better opinion about you before he finds out
about me or it's going to end up with me dropping him to the
ground, not you.”

“Hetold you al of that?’

“He told me it word for word Chip, he only ever tested me
once when | checked him before. Of’ course he lied. | got to the
bottom of it though and causally brought it all back up weeks later.
And while he was trying to deny what he’d done still, | did cold
cock him and told him | better not catch him lying to me again. He
knows better.”

“Why do you feel you need to hit people?’

“It's kind of like a language you use when people don’t
cooperate, anything less than that and he'd not respect me. He
fessed up then, he wasn’t about to go that route again this time,
even if hewas making it look really bad for himself.”

“You think that meansit’s your friendship over the drugs?’

“That's what you were implying, he'd let you go right on
believing it too. That he could dump me for the drugs, but he
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won't. | mean more to him than that, you don’t even know an
eighth of it yet.” Johnny explained.

“Do | want to?”

“l1 am sure I'll tell you more about it over time, no need to
rush, last thing | want to do is spend my time with you bitching
about him. Trust me, it's over.”

“Ok.” Chip said.

Johnny wrapped his arm over his shoulder. When Chip
looked out over the water Johnny turned to him and laid his
forehead against the side of his head. He stayed that way for a
while and Chip was just listening to him breathe. Eventualy he
pulled away allowing Chip to look at him again.

“How often do you think | can sleep over?”

“Maybe two or three nights a week, Mom’s going to think
it's weird if you come over a dinnertime and never eat though.
Sooner or later she'll say something.” Chip replied.

“Yea, we'll figure something out though. Then there’'s my
Mom, you're going to have to meet her. She’'s not going to keep
allowing me to stay over if she doesn’'t know you. | up sold you as
much as | could though. She’s met Poke, she's still on the fence
about him, then of’ course she knows Clee, known him since he
was born. Poke and | never have sleepovers, so she might think
thisis kind of strange at first, something new for her Johnny to be
doing. I'll have you over for dinner. The conversation is going to
suck. You never met someone whose only goal in life is to ingtill
the word of God into every living soul she meets.”

“Okay, when?’

“How about tomorrow night, then we can make a break for
it and go back to your place, | wouldn’t torture you with having
you spend the night. Once past the table it would only get worse,
there's the plethora of pamphlets and then she might just start
reading the bible to us. There’s no TV watching in the house past
Dad watching the news.

“Sometimes he gets to watch sports. The rest is put out by
the media masses and they all work for Satan.”

“Damn.” Chip said.
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“Yea, imagine what her reaction to me would be if | told
her. She'd probably flip out and kill me. | still think that's a
possibility.” Johnny said. Chip looked at him unbelieving and with
some concern. “1'd be afool to tell her before I move out, by then,
well maybe after a year or two, | might tell her. Not today though
and as long as | am living there, which is another reason | rather
not have you over. We wouldn’t be so free to just hang out and
talk, you know like the other night.”

“Ok.”

“So we can just enjoy the rest of today until you need to go
home and make sure your sister gets dinner.”

“1 think Mom'’ s going to handle it today.”

“Cool, we can get something to eat elsewhere. You think
you'll be hungry for lunch?’

“I'll be fine without it.”

“Alright, want to go see amovie then?’

“1 don’t have much money for that.”

“1 got forty bucks.” Johnny said.

“How’d you get that?’

“My Dad bet me on the game last week. He laughed when |
told him I'd bet him fifty bucks against his team, knowing they
were going to win. | laughed at it, like it would never happen. He
had to listen to it out in the garage, but he told me to put up or shut
up. If I'd have lost I’d have been a slave to him for the next month,
but | won. Gambling is so bad. Didn’t think he’ d pay me either, but
he did, shelled out atwenty and three dimes, | was like Whoa!”

“| see”

“Which is why Poke isn’'t happy with me about buying ice
cream when we could score, now he knows just how much | have.”

“He could have taken it.”

“It would have been the last time he'd have ever seen me
then, he’s not stupid. It was a test and he passed.” Johnny said,
“Now | need to stop talking about him.”

Chip laid down causing Johnny to remove his arm. He
turned to look down at him. Chip just watched him with his eyes,
not yet finding a reason to smile about anything. Johnny did,
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though. He then brought his right arm around and placed his hand
on Chip’s chest.

“This is working out.” He said. Chip brought his left hand
up and covered Johnny’ s with hisown.

“So far, athough | was ready to just wish it al away after
yesterday.”

“Not going to be that easy.” He said and laughed. Chip
finaly smiled a him. Johnny moved then, pulling his hand free
and angling himself to lie down where his head landed on Chip’s
chest. Chip’'s hand now had access to Johnny’s head. He kept it
there for along time, just running it over his short hairs.

“You don't think thisis boring?’ Chip asked.

“No.” He replied then after another pause he asked, “Do
you?”’

“1"d been here for afew hours before you showed up, so I'd
have to say no. It'saday of rest.”

“And church.” Johnny said, “Six AM service.”

“Yuk.”

“You ain't lying.” Johnny said. He moved his left arm up,
laying it down along Chip’s right side with his hand coming down
just above his knee. “Y ou getting a reaction from this?’

“Not abig one.” Chip replied, “You?’

“Always, Chip. You'rejust not really noticing it yet.”

“You seemed cam the other night.”

“Yea, that’s not going to be the first thing to give me away.
That actually requires a lot more work. It's more centered in my
body.”

“How?”’

“Likethe zingers, | knew exactly what you meant, like your
own fire. You have electricity running through you, takes over
your mind, too.”

“Yea”

“Are you afraid someone will find us here?’

“Not likethe lake.” He replied.

“Still looks the same, | thought that’ s what it was about?’
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“No.” Chip said, “It was about being naked, something |
hadn’t thought about doing ever before you did it. Kind of like a
dare.”

“Yeg, thisisadare, too.”

“Is that al?’ Chip asked. Johnny turned his head and they
could almost make eye contact.

“No Chip, it starts with my wanting to be your friend.
Maybe | just looked to busy to you hanging with Clee and Poke, |
don't know. | just never stopped trying, like | knew it was worth it
long before | could ever imagine why. Now | know, | know
because I’ d put you over Poke in a heartbeat.”

“You don't haveto do that.” Chip promised.

“He’'d do it, get himsef stuck right in the middle, you
already seen him try. | also have to admit, aside from Clee being
all screwed up because of me and me feeling like shit about it, I'm
not really wanting to smoke right now, because you don’t doit.”

“How long?’

“We were dry for over a week aready last Monday. | was
gporting the fifty bucks then. We were headed to the strip, | was
skipping though, because Clee was broke and | wasn’t willing to
replace him in funding things. | might have, had it in my mind
until we saw you out on your new bike.”

“Why were you down my way if you were heading for the
strip?”’

“Just roaming, taking our time, thought | swing by like
usua.”

“Oh.”

“That worked out.” Johnny said and laughed. Then he
turned to look to see that a girl had come up onto the knoll and was
looking down at them. Chip turned to look as well. She stared for a
moment, and then she smiled briefly and turned to walk away.

“You know her?’

“Never seen her.” Johnny replied. “ That make you worry?’

“Just for you now, not for me. |1 was thinking Poke would
be out repping me as fag anyway.”

“You sound like you don’t care.”
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“It would just be one more thing to make me out while
everyone elseisin.” hereplied. Johnny came up onto his side, now
using his chest as an armrest.

“Areyou?’ Johnny asked.

“Areyou?”’

“Yes, Chip, I’'m afag, thought | mentioned that.”

“Not specifically in that manner.”

“Okay and you?’

“Ninety percent.” He replied. They both laughed. The
ranking meant something different now, not about how right
Johnny was, but how sure Chip was about it. He was willing to
give it that much credit. That also meant he was willing to follow
along to seeif there wasn't a point where he could go no further.

Johnny moved so he could lightly touch Chip’s neck. They
were also in another staring contest, brown eyes to blue. Chip
reached up and reciprocated the touch. Johnny swerved his head so
that Chip’s hand came close to his lips. Chip took the sign and ran
his finger across Johnny’s lips. Johnny moved his head against him
sending Chip’s hand along the side of hisface.

“How weird isthat?’

“You have stubble.” Chip said redlizing that in a few spots
Johnny was using arazor, just along his chin and his upper lip.

“Good or bad?’

“1 have yet to decide if any of thisis good or bad, al | can
realy say is | don't didlike it. It is very different than what |
imagined I’ d be doing with someone.”

“You mean agirl?’

“1 guess, when you say that though it’s all the stories you
hear, you know, touching her tits or maybe her ass.” He said.

“Typica.” Johnny said.

“You think this is how girls and boys do it? What we are
doing?’

“If they are smarter than everyone else, then yes.” Johnny
offered.

“How come no one ever talks about it that way?”’
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“You mean the guys who tell tales, like they had done
something like it?’

“Yea, but anybody.” He added.

“l don't know.” Johnny said, “I just know | prefer this to
say just wanting to jump someone's bones. Maybe it's part of
being gay. Maybe it's what girls really want that stupid jock types
have no clue how to give them.”

“Maybe you right.”

They both turned to see two younger boys roll up the knoll
on their bikes. They stared at them. Then they both looked at each
other and started laughing. Fags were obvioudy funny. One of the
boys looked back, “Get a room.” He shouted and then they both
bolted away on their bikes. Chip and Johnny started laughing.

“Time to go.” Johnny said as he got up. Chip got up as
well. They headed towards their bikes. They both then shot up over
the knoll and zoomed past the younger boys letting them know
they could have the spot then if they really wanted it.

They wandered through town, heading absently towards the
movie theater. It was till early though, so they took their time.
Eventually they stopped and Johnny got them something to drink,
while Chip guarded the bikes. They stayed there for awhile sitting
on their bikes side by side slowly sipping on their soda and
watching traffic go by.

After awhile Johnny finally looked at Chip. “I am enjoying
today.” He said.

“Yea, soaml.” Chip said.

They disposed of their plastic bottles and headed to the
theater. They rode up to read the marquee. “X 2.” Johnny said,
“You seethat yet?’

“No.”

“Want to?’

“Sure.” Chip agreed.

“We got about an hour to go.” He said. He looked out into
the parking lot. In the far end there were some other boys tricking
with their bikes. Johnny smiled. He headed over that way and Chip
followed. Johnny rode right around them, stopped so his back
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wheel popped up and held it there long enough to impress the other
boys.

He then proceeded to blow the whole hour tricking his bike
against them. One boy caused a stir, matching Johnny for most of
his tricks. He was still only on a BMX and not a true trick bike
though. He just settled down and slowly clapped at the other boy.
On any other given day he'd have popped a cigarette into his
mouth to make a statement, but Chip was beginning to suspect he
didn’t even have any on him.

One of the other boys rode up beside Chip, looking at his
bike. “Niceride.” He commented.

“Yea, not to bad.”

“Looks mean, how’s it ride?’

“Like arocket.”

“Race you to the other side of the lot.” He said. Chip
looked at the other boy’ s three speed trick bike. He' d be pumping a
lot to beat him. Johnny was paying attention to the challenge now.

“You don’'t have the right bike for it.” Chip said, “This one
will blow you away.”

“It’sa short sprint, what do you have to lose?’

“Alright.” Chip said. They both lined up at the curb and
another boy put his arms up to start the race. Chip started in third,
he'd get more power for his pumps and it wouldn’t be too hard to
start rolling. First and second were low grade anyway. The boy
dropped his hands. Chip moved to kick the pedal in time and the
bike was aready rolling before he even got a revolution. The other
boy was aready slamming his pedals, going for it. Chip got three
revolutions and went to shift the gears. Before he got his thumb to
it the bike snapped into fifth all by itself. Chip didn’'t waste time
trying to figure out how he just pumped even harder. He suddenly
soared past the other boy.

“Fuck me.” The boy cried as Chip went past him in a
sudden blur. He spun out at the end of the parking lot and the other
boy had aready given up and slowed down coasting towards him.
“That thing got nitro or something?”’

“Something.” Chip agreed smiling.
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“Damn.” He complained. The rest of the boys were now
storming over to them to express how unbelieving they were as
well about it. Johnny coasted towards Chip grinning.

“Movie starting.” He announced. The other boys looked at
each other.

“You're not tying your horse out here.” One of them said,
“She’ d be shanghaied before the movieis over.”

“Maybe you keep and eye on it.” Johnny suggested.

“1 would, but sorry man. | ain’t taking on someone who'd
takeit.” Hesaid.

“She'll be fine.” Chip said. They al looked skeptical.
Johnny and Chip headed over to the bike rack and proceeded to
lock their bikes up.

“They have a point.” Johnny said. Chip was busy locking
the bike and the front wheel down.

“It’ll be fine.” Chip said. “To many witnesses, they won’t
try it.”

“Okay.” Johnny said, “Your call.”

They went up and got tickets and headed on inside. They
sat closer to the back. The movie had been running in the theaters
awhile already and the place was deserted. Johnny suddenly up and
left him. Chip just watched him go thinking he might need the
bathroom or something. When he came back he had two large
drinks, which cost way too much and a big tub of popcorn. “Fuck
it.” He explained for blowing so much money on the both of them.

“Thanks.” Chip said. Johnny smiled at him. The lights went
out and the film started. They spent the first half munching. By the
second half the tub was on the floor and no longer between them.
Johnny reached over and grabbed up Chip's hand, locking their
fingers together. Chip turned to look at him and then they both
smiled at each other.

They were still holding hands when the credits came up.
Johnny got up pulling him with their joined hands. “Feeling
brave?’

“l guess.” Chip replied. Johnny began leading them back
out of the aisle with their joined hands. He was really looking at

Randy Cragin



4 Bicycle Rendezvous Part One

the other people coming up from the other seats. Chip did as well
and saw three faces alone that looked disgusted. No one said
anything though. And they al spread out walking back through the
wide hallway out of the theater people avoided them with a wide
circle. Except for one guy, he walked past Chip, smiled a them
and continued on outside.

Passing through the doors allowed them to break contact.
They both came outside and headed towards the steps. They
stopped hafway down to see the commotion the boys that were
still hanging around were in. They had all drawn closer to the bike
rack and two of them were ailmost yelling at one another.

“1 fucking saw it man.” One was saying.

“Your hallucinating, Bro. Just say no.” he said. They were
glaring at one another. Some of the other boys were claiming they
saw something, too. Others were just watching the rest of them.

Chip and Johnny approached the rack. All the boys turned
towards them, two pulled back visibly. The naysayer was shaking
his head no. The other boy was glaring at them.

“What?’ Johnny finally asked throwing his hands out.

“Still can’'t believeit.” The boy said.

“Heimagined it.” The other said.

“He ill didn’'t take the bike. | am telling you | saw it,
came round and saw him go for the bike, bolt cutters in hand. He
was about to cut the lock when it fucking zapped him.”

“What zapped who?’ Johnny asked.

“You know the type, looking for easy pickings. He was
going for your man here’ s bike, cherry sheis, she's not going to be
ignored. The guy was just about to cut the lock when, | swear |
fucking saw it, it was just like lighting, it came off the bike
somehow, ran right up the bolt cutter and he freaked out. He fell
over backwards.”

“1 saw that much.” The other guy said.

“We dl saw him running like he was scared shitless.”
Another said.
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“l bet he pissed his pants.” Anocther added. Johnny was
looking at them like they were crazy, but then he turned to look at
Chip, who had the bike back off the rack by then.

“What the fuck you got going on with that thing?’ the boy
asked who'd seen it attack the thief.

“People really shouldn’t take shit that doesn’t belong to
them.” Johnny said.

“No shit. | need one that zaps people, too.” He said. The
rest of the boys started laughing. “Serious, if it's got a gizmo, |
fucking want one too. Where did you get it? How much isit?’

“It hasn't got agizmo.” Chip said, “It'sjust aregular bike.”

“No it's not, it’s tricked out with a quick release sedt, it'sa
specialty bike. Just didn’t know it came with security.” He said.

“Really as cool asit isit doesn’'t zap people.” Chip assured
him.

“The fuck you say, call me crazy, | don’t care | saw it and
that’s my story and I'm sticking to it.” He said. The rest of them
laughed again. “Bite me.” He said glaring at them.

“Maybe you should take your friend’s advice.” Johnny
said, “Just say no.”

“Whatever man.” He replied looking disturbed.

“You guys take it easy.” Chip suggested. They all began to
peel away, except for the one boy whose eyes were on Chip as he
mounted his bike and turned to head out. He looked at Johnny until
he was ready and they both rode away.

They were meandering again. The day was growing late
and evening would come next. Sooner than later they'd part ways.
Johnny finally just pulled to a stop. He turned to look at Chip as he
did aswell. “ Anything to what that kid was saying?’

“1 thought you didn’t believe in ET shit anymore.”

“I'll bend a little, he looked serious.” Johnny said, “And
when you said it was magic | might have thought the same damn
thing, like it was stupid. But then | got on it and | felt something. |
have no way of describing it, except it made sense to what you
said. So what of it?’
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“Someone tried to take it yesterday.” Chip said, “After |
saw Poke. | went in to get a drink on 5™. | just laid it down
thinking | could get in and out before it was a problem. Before |
even got to the counter someone was after it. When | got outside he
was like stuck.”

“What do you mean stuck?’

“Frozen somehow.” Chip said. Then he demonstrated by
holding his hand out and trying to be perfectly still. “He snapped
out of it when | said something. Then he ran off looking scared.”

“Damn.” Johnny said, “Anything else?’

“Uhm, yea. It flipped from third to fifth back there when |
was racing. It aso started to move before | actualy kicked the
pedal.”

Johnny went quiet after that, just looking at him and the
bike. He eventually turned away. “Okay enough ET shit for now.”
He said, “What do you feel like eating?’

“Burger King.”

“No, something better than that.”

“Like what?’

“1 don’'t know.” He said.

“You're blowing al your money on us.” Chip complained.

“Yea like that’s new. Me and Poke spend Clee's money all
the time, never think nothing of it, it’s about sharing with friends.”

“Ok.”

“You like Pizza?’

“Sure.”

“l know a spot where we can get some and keep the bikes
in sight.” Johnny said. He headed off again. They rode a while
longer and Chip finaly spotted where they were headed. It was a
nice pizza place. It had tables outside and was surrounded by a
metal fence. Johnny smiled at Chip as he pulled his bike up to the
fence and locked it up. Chip did the same. They then walked
around the fence. It was still early for the adult crowd. They moved
to atable and sat down.

“Can you afford this?’ Chip asked.

“Yes, stop worrying.” Johnny said.
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“1 can pay you back when | get to my stash.”

“Just chill out man, I’'m taking you to dinner. | can do that
can't 1?7’ Johnny asked. Chip looked down at the menu. Johnny
would be broke. “How about we just split a nice pepperoni?”’

“That sounds good.” Chip said. A waitress approached and
filled their empty glasses with water. They both reached for them,
needing the thirst quencher after all their riding.

“What can | get you?’ she asked.

“A large pepperoni and a pitcher of coke.” Johnny said. He
then handed off his menu and Chip gave her his. She went inside.
Johnny smiled at Chip again. Chip wasn't ready to smile again
though. He didn’t like spending other people’s money. He didn’t
even like the food stamps coming in the mail for free, but they'd
go hungry without them. He' d let Johnny get away with the movie.
He' d gone past that with the expensive popcorn and drinks. Chip
might have been okay with that, too, except Johnny had already
offered dinner, dinner and a movie. Chip felt a chill come up his
back. “What?’ Johnny asked when he saw his look. Chip turned to
look out over the street where the traffic went by real slow.

“Isthisadate?’ he asked.

“Are you having a good time?’ Johnny asked. Chip finaly
smiled, because he was. He turned his smile back to Johnny. “Call
it what you want then.”

“Once again.” He said, “Not what I’d imagined.”

“Maybe thereal thing isjust meant to be better.”

“Yea” He said. “This is better than better.” But even
though he was smiling and having a good time, he was worried
about Johnny spending all his money on him. Then he took a
breath remembering he’'d bought Poke ice cream, too. That had
been before though, when he was working his way up.

The waitress came back with a glass pitcher of coke. She
poured them each their first glass and set them towards them. “If
you need anything else, let me know.” She said.

“Thank you.” Johnny said. She smiled and headed off to
another table where she had customers. Johnny smiled again. Chip
shook his head. “Running out of things to say.”
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“That’s okay remember I’'m not big on talking.” Chip said,
“You can’t piss me off by being to quiet.”

“I'm just thinking | should have something to say right
now, but | don’'t.”

“Don’t stressit.” Chip said.

“You think we look out of place here?” Johnny asked.

“Yea, | think your suppose to wear something nice to a
place likethis.”

“Oh well.” Johnny said, “It really doesn’t matter what you
wear, it's how you act. Y ou can look like a slacker and act the right
way and everything's fine. You can look nice all dressed up and
still be ajerk.”

“Point.” Chip said reaching for his drink. No straws there
either. He imagined himself ten years older drinking a rum and
coke. He laughed at the idea

“What?’

“It kind of seemslike aplay.” He decided, “Doing the same
thing everyone else does.”

“That doesn’'t matter either. It’'s about having a good time.”
Johnny said, “ Spending time together even.”

“Yeg, it's...its...l don’t know the word.”

“Nice?’

“More than that. | think it’s nice when Mom’ s up enough to
do things on her own.”

“Specia ?’

“That just makes me think of specia Ed. | don’t know why,
but it’s got the word all messed up.”

“Wonderful 7’

“Yea, it's wonderful.” Chip said and smiled, “You're
wonderful.”

“Now you're getting the hang of it. Should | say something
back?’

“l told you to stop asking before hand.” Chip reminded
him.

“You're charming.”

“Not I’'m not.” He said and laughed.
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“Hard to relate to yourself.” Johnny said, “That’s why we
relate to other people, it's so much easier. You're charming
because you're not intending anything. You're not striving for
something. Like me, like Poke and Clee and most everyone else |
know. They al think they should be better somehow. They should
be striving for something, even when it's wrong. You, your okay
aswho you are.”

Chip didn’'t say anything again for a while. Johnny let him
have his quiet moment. It seemed respectful. They both kept
looking out over at the street. A few people glared at them, like
they’d just falen off a migrant work truck and weren't redly
supposed to be sitting there waiting for food. They should be
crouched on the sidewalk eating a greasy hamburger the way they
looked for riding around on their bikes most of the day.

They both turned back at the same time. Chip picked up the
cloth folded napkin. He looked it over for a while, and then he
glanced up at Johnny.

“What do you see now?’ Johnny asked.

“Morethan | did aweek ago.”

“Better?”’

“Just more.” Chip said.

“Do you like what you' re seeing?”’

“Yes.” Chip said, “Y ou seeing more too?’

“A little, like | didn’t really get how much you took care of
things at home.” Johnny said.

“Not al thetime.” He said, “ Just sometimes.”

“Honestly.” Johnny said, “I used to think you wasting the
summer mowing lawns was kind of stupid. It was a bad way to
think, | get that now. Your not waiting around for people to hand
you stuff. You're going after it already. All of this, all of today was
brought to you by my big mouth.”

They both laughed again.

“You put me to shame.”

“Don’t say that.” Chip said.

“People think to look up to me. | came out that way | guess,
after so much insanity at home, | just started talking shit all the
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time. It's weird to have people respect you for what you're able to
just say. Then of’ course there's always the guy who thinks he's
better than you, talks shit right back to you. Y ou get too even there,
and suddenly he' s launching a punch at you.

“I"d have been totally different if | somehow didn’t seeing
it coming. If he’d have gotten away with the sucker punch I'd have
gone down then and it would have been the end of it. But no, | saw
it coming, like in slow motion in the movies, my skill for seeing
things like that. | grabbed his arm and twisted it and while he was
crying from the shock of it | came up with my left and slammed
him under the chin.

“They bowed to me then. | think it's all nuts, Chip. | just
don’'t know any better for it.”

Chip just looked at him. He'd slunked away from more
battles than actualy fighting. Johnny didn’t take it from anyone.
The only thing badder than him were the gangbangers with their
knives and guns. Johnny was keeping it al at his age level. In the
circle he traveled in he was looked up to. “You wish it were
different?’ Chip finally asked. Johnny laughed hard at the thought.

“No, Man, don't let me fool you. | get off onit. | guessI’'m
sick that way. | try to do some good with it, but it’s not easy. You
show mercy and they think you’'re weak. Y ou show kindness and
they think you're pathetic. Every so often | do it against all of what
they expect.

“Like Joey Small. Getting his ass kicked every week by the
same three guys, they are sure to go banger before too much
longer. Don’'t even know what the deal was, maybe he was just an
easy target. Truth be told we'd laughed at him a few times, too.
The day he had pants on way to big for him. He was just asking for
someone to pull them down to his knees. Of’ course someone did
and we laughed. It was just to damn funny. But these guys, they
really had no reason to keep on him like that al the time.

“So one day | just walked over to this and stepped between
them. They stepped back, shocked that | was suddenly standing up
for little Joey Small. Poor guy was afraid of me, too. Can’'t imagine
what he thought, one bully against another. Poke was three steps
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behind me and was stopped looking at me like I'd lost my mind.
The guys decided to go tough then. I'd challenge them and we
could be viewed as equals and try not to get in each other’ sway.

“Justin said shit first, like who was | to get in their
business. | shoved him. He'd have seen it coming a mile away. His
flankers came in going for me. Poke was on one of them, yanking
him away. Then there’s Clee, thinking he could be just like that
jumping the other guy, he flung him over his back and kicked Clee
in the gut. | turned to him first. While he was focused on that |
snatched him by the ear. It's realy effective, it might be a girly
thing to do, but once that yanking starts they are squinting their
eyes against it. To distracted to know that a punch is coming. After
watching him kick Clee | felt he deserved it. | sammed him hard.
He went over backwards and | quickly turned to Justin. He was
aready stepping back. | launched forward and shoved him again. |
was saying come on then, come on you big baby.

“He turned and walked, not even picking up his friends.
Poke had his boy in a choke hold and let him go. He was worthless
after his chief bolted. Poke and | pulled Clee to his feet, lavishing
him with praises for his stupid bravery. It was aready funny, but
Clee was up and was eyeing me for smashing the guy who
smashed him. I’'m his hero. Then, already laughing | turn to look at
Joey, being the asshole | am | said, ‘Damn boy get some clothes
that fit, will ya’ Then we wandered off.

“They stopped harassing him though. They got the message
even if no one else understood what | was about.”

The waitress came with their pizza interrupting Johnny’s
story telling. Chip didn’t know if he might have said more, another
example perhaps. They were to busy eating after that though. They
ate slowly unlike the popcorn they’d gobbled earlier, which was
keeping them from true hunger. It was aso damn good. Perhaps
the best Chip had ever had, or maybe it was the company
enhancing the meal, maybe that was part of it.

They stopped before the pie was finished. They looked at it
and then each other and shook their head against it. Johnny had
only eaten half of what Chip had. He wasn’t sure why, but he was
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reminded about him going without dinner the other day. He never
said anything about it then.

Johnny had the waitress bring them something to take the
last of it with them. He then paid the bill and left a generous tip.
Chip was sure he had none left after that. They headed back to
their bikes and unlocked them.

“You going to carry that all the way home?’ Chip asked.

“No.” Johnny answered, “| have aplan.”

Chip nodded and they headed off. After a while Johnny
kept looking down the alleys as they went. Eventually he found
what he was looking for and headed down one. Chip followed him,
but was leery of it. It smelled bad like any alley. Johnny pulled up
in front of an old guy with the lid of abaseball cap coving his eyes.

“Hey.” Johnny said. He said it again until the old man
finally looked up a him. Johnny smiled holding out the pizza
“Still warm.”

“Thanks.” He said as he took it.

“Take it easy Slim.” Johnny said. The old man smiled a
toothless grin a him. Then he led them away. Once they got back
out on the street Chip finally asked.

“You know him?’

“Everyone knows Slim.” Johnny said. Then he looked at
him, “ Except maybe you.”

“Why?’

“He' skind of alegend.” He said.

“«Oh.”

“He deserves better than what he's left with, but what's a
person to do?” Johnny asked, “War hero, loca hero left to rot like
the rest of the garbage in the alley, more proof that this all just
sucks most of the time.” Then he looked at Chip and smiled.
“Seems to be sucking alittle less right now, though.”

“Yea.” Chip said and smiled. Johnny rode all the way back
to his apartment with him. They both stopped at the steps. “It's
been a great day.”

“Yea, better than better.” Johnny said. They smiled at each
other. “Okay so tomorrow at some point we'll catch up. Then
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you'll have to suffer one dinner with Mom. After that | should be
green for some more al-nighters.”

“1 am looking forward to them.” Chip said.

“Alright Man, better leave before | get to sappy about it
al.” Johnny said. He turned and launched away. This time he
looked back. “Bye Chip.”

“Bye.” He called back and then Johnny was gone around
the corner. Chip went inside to find that not only had his mother
made dinner, she'd left him some and put Sabrina to bed already.
He was smiling al over now. It was a great day. He said good
night and slept right through without waking up from the dreams.

Chip was having trouble getting out the door. He' d gotten
up and his Mom had started in on him. She was way up now to be
paying this much attention to what he was and wasn’'t doing. She
was getting on his case about not being home for dinner. She was
also not pleased that he wouldn’t be home for dinner that night
either. Sabrina was watching this sudden interaction between them
with interest. Talk was rare and this was them arguing. Chip
needed to be dightly more independent in life and his Mom
wanting to secure him back into being home.

They weren’t redly getting anywhere when he heard the
knock on the door. At first he had no idea who it might be. Then he
smiled as he headed towards the door when he thought it was
Johnny. Not waiting for a chance meeting, but coming to get him.
He opened the door to see Johnny standing there.

“You coming out?’ he asked.

“Yea, Mom’s pissed at me.”

“Why?’

“Missing dinner last night and tonight.”

“You work it out?’

“Yea | guess hold on.” Chip said. He turned and headed
towards the kitchen where his mom was still being active after
making breakfast. She was displaying herself, he thought. She was
demonstrating that she could still do it al, breakfasts, lunch and
dinner and if she went through all that effort then Chip needed to
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be there to see it. “Mom, | am headed. I’'ll be back before eight.”
Sheturned to look at him.

“Y ou need to be home for dinner.”

“This is going no where, Mom. Your not hearing me or
something, | was invited over to Johnny’s for dinner. | am going. |
am not being unreasonable.” He said. She continued to look at him
disapproving. “Bye Mom.”

“Bye Chip.” She said. He was surprised when she didn’'t
say more. She was to use to him telling her what to do at times,
when to go to bed, making sure she brushed her teeth. She
switched from being Mom to a child on him at random. She was
steadily losing all her command over to him. He was not unaware
that she didn’t like it. He heard her sighing to his back as he |eft.
He went out the door and closed it and locked it.

He looked at Johnny a moment. “Going to be ok?’

“Yea.” Chip said. He moved over to the stairs and looked
back to see Johnny standing still. “What?’

“Aren’t you forgetting something?’ he asked. Chip looked
back at him. It dawned on him slowly. He'd been so involved in
the argument he'd forgotten that his bike wouldn’t be downstairs
that it was in his room. He went back inside to get it. His mom
watched not saying anything. He smiled at her before turning
away. She dowly smiled back, eyes darting over him. She was
looking at him where she hadn’'t done so in a while. He thought
maybe she was skipping time, big chunks of it even and him being
an inch or two taller might be newsto her.

He headed out again, locking the door after getting outside.
He let out his breath and looked at Johnny. With no one around
Johnny took a moment to rub his back. Then Chip smiled at him.
Johnny then headed down the stairs with him following.

When they got to the first floor Chip stopped, bike resting
easily on his shoulder. “Where' s your bike?’ he asked.

“Outside.” Johnny explained. He then headed to the door
going outside and held it open for Chip to go out first. As he
headed down the steps he saw Poke sitting on his bike and holding
on to Johnny’s. Once he got his bike on the sidewak Johnny went
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and reclaimed his bike, which put them side by side while Chip
faced them.

He was looking at Poke who was trying not to look back.
Instead he looked at Johnny who crossed his arms. Poke turned
forward, but didn’t quite look at Chip. “I’m sorry | razzed you the
other day.” Poke said. He paused for a moment before going on
then he said, “I was wrong.”

Chip thought he should be looking directly at him when he
said it. Johnny must have thought the same thing as he nudged
Poke's side with his elbow. Poke looked at him and then looked at
Chip. “And?’ Johnny said.

“And Johnny and | are not potheads. We don't live just to
smoke.” Poke said looking at him this time.

“Apology accepted.” Chip said being diplomatic.

“Good now that that is settled, no more fucking infighting
on the team.” Johnny said. He turned his bike towards the street
and headed off. Poke and Chip followed him. Chip didn’t really
know where they were going, but he could guess it wasn’t to score.
He' d have known better by then. He'd gotten Poke right back into
line, too. He might just pull him along with him, going straight,
well straight about not doing drugs anyway that only left them
wondering if his sister was getting him high.

Chip went back to enjoying the ride. He was enjoying the
hanging out with friends even if Poke was kind of shaky about it.
Poke slowed down to be at his side. He turned to look at him. Chip
looked back. “Johnny can tell you about it, | can be area ass.” He
said. Chip decided this was his own doing outside of Johnny
making him apologize. He till looked iffy about it.

“Yea.” Chip agreed.

“We're cool man, even if | am ragging on you, | got your
back.” Poke offered and then moved ahead to Johnny’s side.
Johnny responded by tricking. They went back to their routine of
near misses and dancing with their bikes as they went.

Chip then started to wonder how much Johnny had said
about it. He must have let Poke know Chip wasin and if he didn’t
like it he'd be out. It reassured Chip that Johnny was still in
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control. He thought about it for a while afterwards as Johnny and
Poke tricked their way to their unknown destination.

They eventualy pulled into the parking lot of an old strip
mall. Poke was aready looking in al directions. Chip pad
attention to it for amoment and then focused on where Johnny was
headed. He pulled up in front of the comic book/hobby shop.
“What are we doing here?’ Poke asked.

“Going inside.” Johnny replied, sounding like he didn’'t
care if they wanted to go with him or not. It didn’t matter as the
three of them locked up their bikes together, crossing locking them
together aswell.

Johnny led them inside. Chip wandered over to the wall full
of comics. There was a day when he was interested, but couldn’t
get past the spending. Old comics displayed prices in the amount
of cents, while the label on the plastic wrap displayed upwards to
thirty dollars. He turned to see Poke standing still, not realy into
the place, but still keeping an eye out, one on the bikes and one on
Johnny. Chip decided he was afirst rate flank guard.

Johnny went over to the counter looking past the man
behind it, looking at the racks of cards. The older guy was looking
at him he then glanced at Chip. He was also looking at Poke doing
his thing.

“You buying?’ the man asked.

“Nope.” Johnny said as he leaned onto the counter.
“Looking for something else.”

“What?’

“A story.”

“l have al kinds of comics with stories in them.” He
explained. Johnny turned to scan the store then he looked back.

“Not some bullshit superpowers shit. No | want to hear a
story, something local, something bizarre.”

“If you ain’t buying you should go ahead and leave.”

“It's a simple request.” Johnny said, “Just looking at you
and all this messed up stuff in here, you have to know something
about it. Not something totally make believe like all this, but
something people say, something nearby, something totally weird.”
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“Cost you five bucks.” He tried. Johnny chuckled.

“Now seeif | had five fucking dollars, | could buy a whole
book, one with lots of stories. Truthis| am broke.”

“No green no chatter, leave.” He said trying to sound firm.
Johnny stood up straight and turned around to look directly at
Poke. He leaned his elbows on the counter top.

“It’s always about the greenbacks with you guys.” He said,
“ Always about the makin’.”

“It pays the bills and | got lots of them. | don’t need people
wasting my time.” He said. Johnny turned back around placing
both his hands on the counter. He looked around. He then looked at
the open comic in front of the man on the desk below the counter
top.

“It's just so easy for you guys. Money garners respect,
respect allows you to treat kids like cash machines. Do you have
any idea about what it’s like outside for us? There's a fucking war
going on out there. Kids barely older than us killing each other
over respect and greenbacks, what are you doing? You're sitting
their pilfering you goddamn make believe stories to kids trying to
rake them for whatever you can get. All | fucking want, al | need
from you is to tell me one lousy fucking story and you got to be a
dick about it.”

“You're rude.” He said, “You don't get things by being
rude.”

“1 was polite to start, then you started looking at me like a
nickel. That's fucking rude, so yea I’m fucking rude. Get over it. |
just want you to tell me something.”

“1 want you to leave now.”

“I'll leave right after you tell me one story, that’'s it. Tell
me something bizarre and | am right out of here, out of your face
and I'll tell three kids your jazzing fucking comic store rocks. They
will run right over here.” Johnny said. He added a smile, trying to
be friendly.

The man looked suspicious. At the very least he didn't
want any trouble. Johnny was back to being friendly, playing with
the pencils with funky heads on them. He twirled one in his hand
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looking at it. Then he looked back at the man. “Alright.” The guy
finaly relented. How threatening was a fifteen-year-old boy who
was under the height of most boys the same age? It might have
been Poke |ooking like a statue that was something more.

“Cool.” Johnny said and dropped the pencil back into the
cup holding them.

“There used to be a guy that went around town selling
jewelry. You know the fold out display case on astand and al. The
stuff was cheap and most people knew it, but he just kept right on
trying, not taking no for an answer, dropping by and setting up his
display before they could get him to leave.

“Well he must have pissed someone off, because he finally
disappeared for a while, maybe like a month or too. Since he was
regular some people starting talking to the police, thinking maybe
it was weird he just up and vanished for awhile.

“They start looking for him, can't find him. He's like
vanished. Then someone comes into the station, maybe weeks after
the police started to investigate. They tell the police something that
they can hardly believe. You know up on the hill where the huge
power lines are?’

“Sure.” Johnny said.

“He was found hanging from the lines, tied up to one with
his own jewelry. Cops can't figure out how he got up there.
There's just no way to do that without climbing the towers and
going out on the lines. Then anyone who'd try would get
electrocuted.”

“That it? Guy found hanging off the power lines, dead?”’

“Yea”

“Y ou have to do better than that.”

“You said one story.” He claimed.

“l said one bizarre story, what your telling me is nothing
more then an unsolved mystery. If | wanted to hear about that I'd
watch the Mystery Channel.” Johnny said. The man took a deep
breath and leaned back in his chair. Johnny had gotten his goat. He
was aso controlling him with his voice and his mind. Johnny was
impressive. Once he had that control he was being friendly enough
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towards the guy who seemed to relax. It wasn't like Johnny was
razzing him for money. All he wanted was a story.

“Nah.” He said as he sat there thinking.

“That's the one.” Johnny said clicking his fingers towards
him. “That’s the one | want to hear, the one you don’t want to tell
anyone because they would think your crazy just for repeating it.”

“What makes you sure | know something you want to
hear?’ he asked. Johnny looked around the comic store. Then he
looked back.

“Like | said you have al of this going on, it’s weird, you're
weird, which means you like these weird stories. So you know
something about it. Just spill it.”

“Alright, but you didn’t hear it from me.”

“Go ahead.” Johnny said.

“A few years back people started to see this girl wandering
the streets. She was in her night time clothes and she looked liked
shewas crying.”

“How old?’

“Sixteen.” He answered, “People called the police. They
finally came and took her back to the station house.” Johnny was
aready shaking his head no. The guy ignored it and continued. “ So
they are trying to get her story, why was she wandering around the
street in her night time clothes and bare feet? She wouldn’t talk for
a while she was too scared. Then she finally gave them her name,
Ann Miller. They couldn’t get much else, she was babbling or
something. Then one of the older officers who's been there forever
comes over to her. He asks her if awoman’s name was her mother.
She nods. Then he asks her about her home address. She seems
confused so he describes a house. She starts nodding. The old guy
cals the woman she claimed to be her mom. She comes down to
the station house and freaks out, it’s her daughter.”

The man stopped there and Johnny was still shaking his
head no. He didn’t want to hear about police work. “That it?’

“Nope. Turns out she wasn't just missing for a while. She
disappeared over fifteen year ago. Went to sleep one night and
wasn't there in the morning. They looked for her steadily for a
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year, keeping their eyes out, putting out missing posters, putting
her on milk cartons all of that. Dude, she was sixteen years old
when she went missing. She was still sixteen years old fifteen
years later when she reappeared.”

“Let’'s go.” Johnny said heading for the door. Poke and
Chip followed. He went to open the door.

“Hey.” The guy called out. Johnny looked back at him.
“She died ayear later. All the same date, the day she went missing,
the day she returned and the day she died.”

They bolted out the door. As soon as it was closed Poke
started talking. “You don't believe al that bullshit do you?’ he
asked.

“l ain't taking the man’s word for it.” Johnny replied as
they unlocked their bikes.

“Now what?" Poke asked.

“The police station, to see what they say.”

“No way, Johnny, | ain’t going to the police station.” Poke
assured him, “Thisisweird shit.”

“Look Poke, | am investigating something, ok? |
investigated shit you were interested in, have some respect will
ya?’ Johnny said. Poke looked at him and then at Chip.

“Alright.” He said. “But | am not going inside.”

“Fine you can watch the bikes.” Johnny said as they
mounted up.

“You really think someone is going to steal them in front of
the police station?”

“Do you not live in the same fucked up town as | do or
what?’ Johnny said back, “ Think Poke, think.”

“Point.” Poke replied. Johnny nodded and then they headed
off.

It was mostly down hill toward the center of town and the
police main station house. Johnny was still shaking his head. They
pulled up in front. Johnny leaned his bike against the guard wall
that was holding up the lawn in front of the place. Chip put his
kickstand down. “Shouldn’t be to long.” Johnny said to Poke. He
was already looking in al directions.
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Johnny and Chip headed inside. Johnny walked up to the
front desk and looked up at the guy behind it. “What?’ he asked.

“1 am interesting in speaking with someone about a missing
person’s case, someone who went missing and then turned up
fifteen yearslater.” Johnny explained.

“We are very busy doing police work here.” He said, “We
can’'t just have Q& A with anyone who walksin here.”

“Look, I'm bored. Do you know what kids do when they
are bored?’

“Yes Johnny.” Hereplied.

“l am taking an interest in what you al do on up in here.
You should be encouraging me. You should be thanking me for
wanting to look up to you guys. To be standing here wanting to
talk to one of yas instead of crouched down in an aleyway
somewhere shooting up heroine. | just have few questions.”

“Alright Johnny calm down. You may have to wait on it
though.” He offered, “You'll want to speak to Officer Morris.”
Johnny made a face of recognition. He then turned and headed for
the three steps that led to the door to rest of the station house,
which was open up closer to the ceiling from where they were.
From the front desk, raised up high, the man could see both who
was in the entrance and who was positioned at the desks beyond.
“I'll cal him out.” Johnny stopped and looked back. The man
pointed towards the bench below the wall that didn’t go all the way
up to the celling.

Johnny went and sat down and Chip joined him. Johnny
looked at him and smiled. Chip wasn’'t ready to smile though.
“What is this about?’ he asked.

“1 want to prove it to myself, Chip, that weird shit happens
and people know about it. Not everyone is some loon.” Johnny
explained.

“Thisis about my bike?’

“Yes, looking for proof, because | don’t think your crazy
and that kid, he might have just been a punk but he was freaked
out. There's something to it. There's something to this town that
ain't right atogether.” He said. Johnny turned to see an older
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officer with graying hair and a wide bald spot on his forehead
come through the door and down the three steps. He looked over at
the guy at the front desk.

“You sure they are not in trouble?’ he asked.

“Not today.” He replied.

“Alright, come on Johnny.” The officer said. He led them
both through the door and across the span of desks. He then took at
seat at one and pointed at the chairs facing. Johnny and Chip sat
down. “How you doing?’

“Ok.” Johnny replied.

“Who' s your friend?’

“This is Chip. You don't know him because he's a good
kid.” Johnny said.

“You're a good kid, too.” The officer said, “You just need
to learn to control that temper.” Johnny shrugged. “What’s on your
mind?’

“Some freak told us a story. | just want to know if it's true.
A girl gone missing.”

“Okay, | handle most cases of missing persons before they
get passed off to the detectives or the FBI. When it happen?”’

“He said a few years ago, but that was when she turned up.
He said she’ d been missing for like fifteen years.” Johnny said.

“Got aname?”’

“Ann Miller.” Johnny said. The Policeman’s face turned
ashen for amoment. He was still for awhile and then he gulped his
coffee and leaned back in his chair, cup in hand.

“Well, there was a girl who went missing. And then there
was a girl who turned up. They did look alot alike, but it couldn’t
be the same girl. The one missing was sixteen and so was the one
who turned up. There was fifteen years between. There' s no way it
was the same one.”

“He said her mother claimed her, said she recognized her.
She didn’t go home with her?”’

“Yea she did, she was convinced it was her long lost
daughter, but no Johnny, there’s no way it was the same girl, it's
impossible.”
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“But it happened? There was a girl who went missing and
one who turned up, right?’

“Yes.” He agreed. Johnny leaned forward.

“Anything else?’

“No not really.”

“Don’t hold out.” Johnny said and smiled big, “I want to
know. Pete Wilkins disappeared last year they haven't found him
yet either. There has to be someone else.”

“We're pretty sure we know what happened to him, we're
still looking into it.”

“Please, Officer Morris. You see this stuff, there has to be
another weird one.”

He looked at him for a while, curious. “Why you wanna
know so bad?’

“Something weird happened.” Johnny said, “You know me
| have to get to the bottom of it. | want to know what’s going on.”

“Alright, but we've filed this one as kind of a practical joke
taken to the extreme.” He offered. Johnny held up his hand like he
was expecting him to put something in it. “Newly weds, Dan Kirk
and his new wife Cheryl. They were al out at the fair grounds. The
carnival was in town and they were having a good time, hanging
out with their friends. Riding the rides and such been there most of
the day. The newlyweds could keep right on going, but ther
friends were getting bored. They all go up to the house of mirrors.
The Kirks went in alone. Their friends were done playing and were
busy talking politics. They figured they just wants to get in there
and steal a kiss or too when no one was looking, it was late and the
kids your age were mostly gone.

“So their friends are waiting. Takes twenty minutes tops to
walk through taking your time. It had been an hour. Plenty of time
to have a kiss and then come back out, their friends were waiting
after all. One of them gets up and heads towards it, passing off the
last of his tickets. He' s not waiting anymore, he’'s going in to send
them back out.

“Takes him twelve minutes to blow through it. He comes
out the other side and the rest of them are just staring at him. He
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asks did they come out and they say no. At this point the attendant
is getting curious. He'd seen them go in as well. Guy asks the
attendant if there's any other way out. He says sure, emergency
exit in the back, but it's got an alarm, they’ d have heard that. Even
if that wasn't working, they’d have had to come round the thing, it
was up against the high wall in back and fenced off on both sides
to two other rides. They couldn’'t have just crawled off along the
back wall in either direction. The guy and the attendant go back
through. As far as he can tell the door hasn’'t been messed with.
They come back out and he's saying there’'s no other area for
someone to be inside when the place is opened up. They look
underneath, a bit of a crawl space below, but they are not there
either.

“They finaly come back into town and tell this tale to me.
I’'m thinking it's a joke, they’d gotten just a bit tipsy while out
there, trying out the specialty beers and their friends snuck off to
be aone. But they keep insisting it played out that way. | tell thems
they have to wait before they can actually file. They agree to come
back the next day. Then it’s not so funny to me. The place might
be open a short while longer. So | head on up there. | talk to the
attendant and he tells the same story, he looks a bit squirrelly and
he ain’'t been drinking like them. Maybe they paid him to concur.

“So | have me alook inside with him and he shows me how
all the mirrors move to fold up to hit the road. There' s no place for
anyone to hide inside. There's no room behind the mirrors.
Nothing mysterious about it except | ook nine hundred pounds in
one mirror.” He stopped and smiled for a moment, but Johnny and
Chip weren't getting the joke. “Alright, they are missing and they
don’'t show up anywhere else. Case gets filed, updates are done,
but they arereally gone.”

He stopped there just looking at them. He drank some more
coffee and eyed them. “How is that a joke?’ Johnny asked, “They
went missing, that’s not funny.”

“Right, like | said they took it way to far however they
done it. Two years later to the day. Same time of night, fifteen
minutes after they first went in according to the time. The
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attendant, the same one even, so he had to be in on it. He's
standing there bored and they come back out. He says they acted
like they’d just only gone in. When | spoke to him again he's
freaked out, he's playing the act. The Kirks are asking where their
friends went he says his response was like this, ‘They left two
years ago.’

“Parents and friends are pissed at them. They don’t think
it's funny and they keep telling it the same way they went in and
came out two years later and they were no where el se between.”

“You're fucking lying.” Johnny suddenly said leaning
forward.

“Enough of that John. You need to watch what you say
here.” He barked back, “Y ou don’t want meto call your mother.”

“Sorry.” Johnny said, “Just dlipped out Officer Morris.”

The man looked at him skeptically.

“l just find it hard to believe.”

“Like | said it was a practical joke gone to far, theys lucky
there were no charges about it. Messing with the police like that is
wrong.” He said.

“Thanks.” Johnny said getting up. Chip followed. The old
man stood up as well straightening his pants for a moment.

“You're a good boy Johnny you just need to control your
temper.” He said. Johnny looked at Chip.

“1 agree.” Chip said and they both smiled at one ancther.

“Good, you need people to believe that you're not just a
badass.” The officer added. He then led them back to the door and
let them back out. “ Stay out of trouble.”

“You bet.” Johnny called back and they headed out of the
police station. They headed down the steps to the sidewak. Poke
looked bored when they got to him. Johnny got back on his bike
looking around. Chip just brought his around, waiting to get on it.

“What?" Poke finally asked.

“Seems there was agirl.” Johnny said, “He claims it wasn’t
the same one but al the rest of it jives. Then he starts telling us
some bullshit about some people who went into a fun house and
didn’t come back out.”
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Johnny saw the look on Poke's face. He waited until he
said something. “The Kirks.” Hefinally said.

“Y ou heard about that?”’

“YeaJohnny, but itsall bullshit.” Poke said.

“1 agree, ask Chip, | called him a fucking liar right to his
face.”

Poke looked at Chip. “He did.” Chip said.

“Damn it Johnny, last thing you need to be doing is busting
on up into the police station cracking on officers, we don’'t need
that kind of trouble.” Poke said.

“It’s cool, man, he accepted my apology. It struck me as so
ignorant | really just wanted to smack him.”

“Well if you don’'t believe in the shit why you wanting to
know?’ Poke asked.

“Something about the girl.” Johnny admitted, “Not so
hokey. Y ou heard about Wilkins?’

“Yea”

“Right he was chilling with his friends all just standing
around each other and then he's gone. They just look up and he's
gone and no one saw him walking away. Then of’ course they
were al fucking tripping hard, but they all tell it the same not one
of them saw him leave.” Johnny said.

“Right.” Poke agreed, “But why look into this at all then?’

“Something weird happened.” Johnny explained.

“What?’ Poke asked. Johnny looked at Chip who shrugged.

“Yesterday some kids claimed Chip’'s bike zapped some
guy. He was trying to stedl it, really only one saw him get zapped,
some saw him fall over, probably yelling or something, they all
saw him running away scared shitless. Poke you ever see a bike
thief with abolt cutter running from a bike scared shitless?’

“No.”

“Same thing the day before, only it wasn’t locked. Chip
saw the guy running away from the bike after trying to take it.”
Johnny said. Poke looked at Chip and narrowed his eyes. “Don’'t
look at him like that. Thisisn't just coming from his imagination. |
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saw that kid myself, Poke, he was believing. He was so convinced
he thought Chip’s bike had some kind of security thing.”

“Ok.” Poke said loudly putting both his pams out towards
Johnny, “Y ou go twilight zone again, leave me the fuck out of it.”

“I"'m done.” Johnny said.

“Yea?

“Yea man, it doesn’'t match up so fuck it. Let's go do
something normal.” Johnny said.

“Ok.” Poke said.

“What do you want to do?’

“1 don’t know.” Hereplied. Johnny looked at Chip.

“You?' he asked. Chip shrugged. “Alright let's go ride
around the mall, that’ Il kill time.”

They cruised to the mall. Johnny and Poke went back to
trying to run each other over again. It wasn't to far away and they
circled the whole place once and ended up in the far back corner. It
was fenced up to a heavy traffic road above and behind it. It was
the least used part of the parking lot.

Johnny and Poke tricked some more and then Johnny
pulled up beside Chip, grabbing the handlebar of his bike to keep
his feet up and stay balanced. “Can | ride her?’ he asked.

“Sure.” Chip said. He got off his bike and they traded.
Johnny headed off, staying mostly on his feet because he didn’t let
the seat down. Poke rolled up to Chip and stopped beside him. He
took a quick look around in all directions and then looked at Chip.

“Show me atrick.” He said. Chip smiled at him.

“I’m not as good as you guys.”

“Do a back up stop, it’s not hard.” Poke said. Chip rolled
out on the BMX, he then tried the front breaks and pulled the
bike's back end up. He came down on his foot failing at it. He
looked back at Poke.

“Nope.” He said. Then he looked out over the lot where
Johnny was all the way up to the edge sitting on the bike. He had
his feet up trying to stay balanced. He was doing pretty good and
then he finally got back on the pedals and came back, circling
Chip.
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“Well.” He said, “She doesn’t dislike me, but she wouldn’t
roll for melike she did for you.”

“What do you mean?’

“When you raced yesterday, you said she rolled before you
pedaled. Maybe it only responds to you. I'll say she’'s a friend to
me and settle.” Johnny said. He popped off the bike and held it out
towards Chip and they traded back. They both looked back at
Poke. He rode over to them.

“Man we gotta go.” He announced. Johnny and Chip
looked around, but they weren't seeing what he was seeing, or
maybe they just weren't hearing it, they did amoment later though.
“Fuck.”

Then they saw the cars coming off the road and down the
ramp.

“Go, go.” Poke said as he headed back towards the main
building. As they turned they saw other cars coming in from the
other side. There was only one place for them to go to steer clear
and get out of sight before they were noticed, an opening for
receiving which was surrounded on three sides. Poke zipped into it
and moved up against the wall. Chip and Johnny followed. “Oh
man pray they don’t see us Johnny.”

“1 think we're clear.” Johnny said as they moved up against
the wall with him.

“Can you see?’

“Yea.” Johnny said. Chip was looking out as well. The cars
coming from two different directions met up in the corner of the lot
where they had just been. They lined up facing each other, engines
revving.

“We don't need twilight zone, things are fucked up enough
around here.” Poke said.

“Yea.” Johnny agreed. He was peering around the corner.
The gangbangers were now getting out, three to aside. “The Tribe
and the Red Barons. Y ou know anything about their status?’

“Still drawing blood | think.” Poke said.

“Someone might go down. This doesn’t look white flag to
me.” Johnny said. The chiefs came towards each other strutting
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and using their hands and probably talking shit. Chip thought it
looked strange. The cars revved again. The two guys strutting
findly came close together and the guy in the green bandanna
shoved the other guy. The flankers came in closer, evenly matched
like a chess game maybe.

Then the guns came out, Johnny dropped down pulling
both Poke and Chip with him, pushing them against the wall so
that only he could see. Chip tried to lean forward and Johnny
pushed him back giving him alook of warning while he watched.
“Oh man.” Poke moaned, “Don’t look Johnny, you don’t want to
be awitness.”

“l can't seefaces.” Hereplied in alow volume.

“Don’t look at al.” Poke said.

“It's cool, we haven't been spotted.” Johnny said. They
stayed there while Johnny watched. “They might be leaving
they’ re backing off to their cars, they’re just fronting.”

“1 hope your right.” Poke said. Johnny came up a notch.
Then he pulled them all the way down, heads down to the ground
almost and the three of them heard three shots go off. Then they
could hear the hollering from that far away. They heard tires
squawking and the cars were peeling away. Poke was breathing
hard when Johnny finally let them come up some so he could look
again. The sounds of the cars peeling away and laying treads were
fading. “Anyone |eft?’

“No, doesn’t mean someone didn’t get hit.” Johnny said.

“Let me know when you don’t see anymore.” Poke said.
Johnny stood all the way back up.

“You hearing?’

“Yea, still fading though.” Poke said.

“Let me know when you don’'t.” Johnny said, “Never know
when the fucks will come right back ‘cause they dropped a stupid
lighter or something.”

“All quiet.” Poke said.

“Okay counting off fifteen minutes.” Johnny said looking
at hiswatch. Poke did the same.
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“Alright.” He said. Poke stood up and leaned against the
wall. Chip finally came up himsef and Johnny suddenly pulled
him close, laying his right arm over his shoulder and holding him
still. Poke was only half paying attention to this.

They waited out the time in silence. Johnny waked away
from the wall dowly getting a better view. He still didn't see
anything so he went back for his bike. They followed him to the
corner as they looked around cautiously.

“Clear.” He decided.

“Bolting.” Poke announced and started huffing it along the
sidewalk that combed the wall. Johnny tried to catch up but
couldn’t, he wanted clear of the scene bad. Chip was keeping up
with Johnny and they headed around the building to the more
populated side entrance. Poke was already pulling to a stop at the
bike rack. People were scarce, but afew who might not have heard
the shots were just coming out the door.

“Be cool.” Johnny said in a hushed shout. Poke looked at
him and nodded, but his face had gone white. Johnny popped off
his bike letting it drop to the ground. He pulled a pack of smokes
out and lit one. He stuck it Poke's mouth. He began to smoke it
and Johnny lit one for himself. He then turned to Chip. “Want
one?”’

“No.” Chip said, but he didn’t sound condemning about it
when he answered. Johnny wrapped his arm around him again, this
time from the side and shook him alittle.

“You ok?’

“Yea, | had a closer cal about two weeks ago.” Chip
replied.

“What are you talking about?’ Johnny asked. They could
hear the sirens coming now.

“Behind my place, | was just sitting out there about eight,
just wanting to be outside for a few, | thought it was safer than out
front. Next thing I know they are coming from both sides. They
came over the fence and they just started shooting. | got down by
the stairs. Bullet hit a trashcan instead of my head. They left
through my building. The police never even came about it.” Chip
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explained. When he looked at Poke he was just glaring his eyes
wide. He finally reached up to grab his cigarette before it fell out.
He then took along hard drag and coughed.

“Wrong kind of smoke.” Johnny said to him.

“Right.” Poke said trying to fend off the coughing. When
he got it out he went back for another drag.

“Y ou relaxed?’

“Yea”

“Alright we ride out casualy like we just came outside
don’t know athing and are just heading on out, nice and slow and
tricking, ok?’ Johnny said.

“Yea man, I'm cool.” Poke said and stomped out his
smoke. Johnny flung his out near the road and they started to head
out. They passed one police car as they went and looked at it, like
anyone would. Then Johnny started tricking his bike looking cool.
The police never came over to them they were busy circling the
mall.

They headed back out onto the street. “I’'m sorry, | have to
say this.” Poke said, “I just want to go get stoned and mellow out
after this.”

“You'll be fine” Johnny said firmly, “We're taking you
home and then you can do whatever you want.”

“You want lunch?’ Poke asked.

“No.” Johnny replied, “Chip and | are having dinner with
Mom.”

Poke looked back at Chip. “Sorry.” He said. Johnny
laughed.

“She's only getting the one time, no more, she'll just have
to suffer.”

“1 had to come over three times.” Poke complained.

“Well, she was suspicious of you, what do you expect?’
Johnny asked.

“Yea.” Poke said, “Never again.”

“Nope.” Johnny agreed. Poke looked at Chip one more
time and shook his head. Chip was wondering how bad could it
possibly be?

Randy Cragin



122 Bicycle Rendezvous Part One

They headed back toward the neighborhoods. Poke led the
way this time with Johnny hanging back to ride by Chip. Poke was
calming down, slowly, the closer they got to his house.

They finaly rode up into his driveway. The garage was
open and two guys were playing basketball. They looked exactly
alike and around twenty years old. They were Poke's older
brothers, Steve and Samuel. “What are you doing here?’ Poke
asked.

“Hey Paul.” Steve said.

“What are you up to?’ Sam added.

“Nothing.” Poke said leaning forward on his handlebars.

“Whose that?” Sam asked. Poke turned around to look at
Chip.

“Chip.” Hesaid.

“And Johnny Walker.” Steve added, “What a surprise.”

“What are you doing here?” Poke asked again.

“Whatever we want.” Steve replied.

“What you think we need to check it with you or something
when we want to beat on the old hoop?’ Sam asked.

“1 guess.” Poke said. Steve threw the ball at him.

“Play?’ Sam asked.

“1 will.” Chip jumped in. They looked at him at the same
time then they turned their heads in unison back at Poke.

“Sure.” Poke said moving his bike out of the way.

“Not me.” Johnny said as he rolled over to the side and sat
down laying his bike on its side. Chip put his down beside it and
then went over to play.

They played a few games and Chip snuck in a few good
hoop shots, but they were still creaming them. They also knew
every move Poke tried to make and countered him easily, never
letting him get in a shot. Chip stopped at the end of the game and
was holding the ball smiling and catching his breath.

“Not bad.” Sam said towards Chip.

“You get taller and wiser.” Steve said.

“And you' re on your way to the NBA.” Sam finished. Chip
tossed the ball and Steve caught it and then slammed it towards
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Poke, hitting him hard. Poke took the ball and then started spinning
it between hisindex fingers.

“Why you over Cynthia s all thetime?’ Steve asked.

“Yeawhat'sthe dea 7’ Sam asked.

“Nothing.” Poke replied, “What | can’t hang out at my own
sister’s house?’

“What are you doing over there?” Sam grilled him.

“Nothing, just watching TV and talking about shit.”

“Yearight.” Steve said, “We don’t want you bugging her.”

“She's got enough to do without you pestering her to
death.” Sam said.

“ She asks me to come over, what the hell”?” Poke asked.

“Yeal bet shedoes” Steve said.

“You need to check yourself, Paul.” Sam said.

“She’s not going to be any good for you until she can
straighten herself out.” Steve finished.

“What the hell? Why you all cracking on me? | can take
care of myself. You don't have anything to worry about.” Poke
said. They both turned to look a Johnny who appeared to be
weeding, the good part of the lawn.

“Aslong as he's around we worry.” Sam said.

“Don’t be saying shit about Johnny.” Poke said slamming
the ball back to him, “I owe him my life three times over. Get out
of my face about it already.”

They glared at him. He flipped then, going for his bike
slamming it to the cement driveway and pushing it into the garage.
He then hung it up on the wall. Then he went in through the door
slamming it behind him.

“Time to go, Chip.” Johnny said getting up and pulling his
bike up. He didn’'t wait. Without Poke out there, he wanted to be
away. He rolled down onto the sidewak and away from the yard
then he looked back.

“Good game.” Sam said, “You should play this year.”

“Yea and don’t let Johnny talk you into anything. He gets
Paul into more trouble than he's ever gotten him out of.”
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“I'll keep that in mind.” Chip said as he went to his bike.
He was reaching out to pick it up, going for the main bar, when it
suddenly came up into his hand. For a moment he froze. He had
the image of the guy at the store doing the same thing. The bike
had done something that freaked him. Chip forced himsef to
move, bringing the bike the rest of the way up.

“Hey.” Steve said, “How did you do that?’

Chip turned to look back at them. “Didn’'t do anything, just
getting my bike.” Chip explained.

“l saw it.” Sam said.

“Jumped right into your hand.” Steve added. They both
then looked right at each other. Chip was beginning to think they
were acting even weirder than his bike. Then they looked at him
again, asif they’ d been talking about it, but without speaking.

“Bye.” Chip said and launched out onto the sidewalk
catching up to where Johnny had stopped. They both headed on
out. Once they were far enough away Johnny stopped.

“Fucking robotwins.” He said.

“Weird.” Chip agreed.

“That's only your first time seeing them. Poke's used to it,
doesn’t think it's weird at all. They talk together. Sometimes he
calls them SS like they were one guy and he was only talking to
him, then they answer, doing that shit where one says part of it and
the other finishes.” Johnny shuddered.

“Yea.” Chip said, “I noticed.” Johnny looked back and then
looked at Chip.

“It ends here, you want to talk about it say so now, once we
launch we forget all about them.” Johnny said.

“Yea, done.” Chip agreed, “Except.”

“What?’

“Johnny | just reached for my bike and it came into my
hand on its own.”

“They seeit?”

“Yes.”

“Whoa.” Johnny said as he scanned the bike with his eyes.
“We need to find out what it means, Man. She's one trippy ride
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and | like her, but damn there has to be some reason for this
messed up stuff about it.”

“Yeal guess.” Chip said.

“Okay you ready?”’

“Sure.”

“Your about to have the worst experience you've had in
your life so far, | apologize in advance, nothing | can do. If | don't
put you threw it then there won't be any more sleepovers.”

“Alright.” Chip said. Johnny headed on down the sidewalk.
Chip followed. It wasn't even very far. That's how come Johnny
and Poke knew each other for so long. They grew up nearby and
played at the same playground.

Johnny pulled to a stop again as the boy with his frosted
hair rode up to him. He stopped right along side Johnny who
looking at him. “What are you doing Fredrick?’ Johnny asked.

“Just in your hood, thought you might be wanting to score.”
He answered.

“Look, if I want some of your sorry ass shit, I’'ll come find
you. But it ain't happening right now, so get used to it. Stop
coming around here pushing it. Someone local is going to check
your ass hard.”

“Hey, just offering.” He said congenialy, “Got some good
shit.”

Johnny reached out and grabbed his arm, holding it in a
firm grip. “I know what your problem is man.” Johnny began,
“You got hooked up, you went from having nothing to sporting
fifty to sixty dollars a day in your pocket. It al looked green to
you. But you ain’t cautious, you're too loud. They know that. Now
they are dumping all the crap weed on you, letting you sell off the
waste by product. They are blackballing you man. They are
weeding you out. Nobody is buying it and you're sweating your
guota, coming out here shoving it.

“You need to get wise to it. What you need to do is take
what you got on you go to the police, walk right in there, slap it on
the front desk and say I’ m afifteen year old kid and | don’t want to
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sell drugs anymore. Please help me. And look pathetic when you
doit.”

“You're fucking insane.” He came back struggling to get
hisarm free, “They’ll fucking kill me.”

“Your damn right they will, they can do it any time they
want. They own you man. The police will help you. They will get
you unstuck. Don’t be a dope. Stop this shit before it gets you
ganked.”

The kid finally got his arm away. “You're tripping Man. |
wouldn't do that to my boys.” He started to pull away. Johnny
turned to look at him.

“Hey Freddy.” He hollered. The boy flipped his head back
and stopped. “Don’t say | never tried to help you. You' ve aways
been cool you're just kind of dumb. You think about this, you
remember this when they have two guys holding you down while
the third one is fucking you up the ass and you keep telling
yourself it ain’'t fucking happening. Don’'t say | didn’t tell you what
to do.”

The boy looked at him for a while before heading on out.
He finally turned away and rode off. Johnny came round to looking
forward. He leaned forward crossing his arms on his handlebars
and rested his chin on the back of his wrist. He rocked his head
from side to side for a while then he laid his head down to the side
and looked at Chip.

“They are aready doing it Man, | can see it in his eyes,
they are selling his ass and he's too stupid to figure out how to get
out of it.” Johnny said. He sighed heavily and then came back up,
grabbing his grips again. “1 ain’t no fucking hero.” He rode off, not
waiting on Chip. Chip caught up with him as Johnny looked totally
unhappy.

“Did you have something to do with him selling?’ Chip
asked.

“No.” He replied then after a pause he added, “My stupid
fucking brother did.”

A short while later and they stopped again this time at the
bottom of Johnny’s driveway. Chip looked at the house, just like
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the hundred others around them. Johnny turned slowly towards
him holding out his hand. Chip looked at him.

“Time to chill for aminute and gear up for the nightmare.”
He said. He wiggled his fingers at Chip. Chip finaly figured he
wanted him to take it. He reached out and let Johnny squeeze his
hand for amoment then he let go. “Better.”

Johnny got off his bike and began pushing it slowly up the
driveway. Chip followed hislead.

“You never zip into the driveway.” He explained, “The car
might be coming out of the garage and you could get creamed.”

Chip nodded as he led him up it and then to the right past
the side of the garage. He leaned his bike up against the wall. Chip
leaned his over it.

“You never leave your bike on or near the driveway it
could get run over.” He said. He then smiled at Chip. He put his
hand on the seat of Chip’s bike. “Okay Roadrunner, your safe here,
no need to zap anyone, especially the dogs.” He let go and looked
at Chip’sreaction to it. “Hey the last thing we need is for the dogs
to go nuts for being zapped on the same day Mom meets you for
the first time. That would be a bad omen.”

“You always leave your bike here?’

“If 1 am going to head back out, | bring it all the way
around back for the over night.” He explained. He smiled at Chip.
Then he reached up to him and padded his face. “The face any
mother can love.” He laughed as he led them back around to the
front of the garage. The door was up. “This car hasn't left the
garage for over six months.” Chip looked at the old style car
covered in gray primer. As they came around it they could see two
feet and a cord sticking out. There was also some light coming out
from underneath. “Hey Dad.” Johnny called raising his voice
some.

“YeaJohnny.” He called back.

“Hey come out of there if you can.” He said. It took a
moment with the man underneath grumbling about something. He
eventually rolled out on the creeper with the light clamped to the
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side so he could see where he moved to underneath. “Dad, Chip
Banes, my friend. | stayed over his house the other night.”

The old man’s hair was aready full gray and he looked old
enough to be Johnny’'s grandfather. He sat up looking at them.
“Banes enn?’

“Yes Sir.” Chip replied.

“Your dad?’

“Robert Banes.”

“Nope, doesn’t ring abell.” He said.

“Your mom’s name.” Johnny prompted.

“Carrie Reins.” He added.

“Reins?’ he questioned thinking it over while he lit up a
cigarette. “Right right, she works down at the thrift store
sometimes, sorting, right?’

“That’s her.” Chip said.

“Yeal know her. Sheisn’'t married to your dad?’

“No.” Chip replied. He nodded. Then he looked at Johnny
who smiled.

“Well aright, I'll see you at the table” He said. He lay
back down and rolled back under the old car trailing out smoke
behind him as went. Johnny grabbed Chip’'s arm and pulled him
away.

“That was the easy part.” He said smiling and letting him
go when they got out of the garage. Johnny walked halfway down
the drive to line himself up with the walk that headed to the front
door. He waked around the walk and Chip followed him,
wondering why he didn’t just walk over the lawn. Johnny failed to
comment on this behavior. He went up the single step to the door
landing and reached for the knob. He held it and looked at Chip.
“You ready?’

“l guess.” Chip said. Johnny let the knob go and turned to
him.

“You need to be sure, because once you step through the
door you will be entering an alternate universe where things that
make sense to us out here do not apply. My advice, answer al
guestions accurately even if it incriminates you. Don't stress about
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it making you sound stupid or weird. She expects honesty and if
you give her that she won't grill you. Other than that this will make
A Nightmare on Elm Street look like a kiddie birthday party.”

“Alright, I'm ready.” Chip said. Johnny turned the knob
and opened the door, the moment he did he transformed into
Beaver Cleaver.

“Mom I'm home, it's me Johnny.” He called out. Chip
followed him, finding the announcement bizarre. It only got worse
as he came in seeing the decor. The walls were covered with
everything Jesus and thereabouts. He counted at |east fifteen plain
crosses on first glance, it just spanned out from there between
framed images of their Lord most high to written scriptures and
statues of the Virgin Mary where there was shelf space.

The front door gave direct entrance to the living room,
which was front and opened to the dinning room, which was back.
Off to their right was a kitchen spanning the end of the house
against the garage, it opened on both sides, the living room and the
dinning room with awall separating them from the kitchen where a
grand china cabinet was. The place was immaculate. Johnny
smiled as his mom came around the corner towards them wiping
her hands on atowel.

She was old, too, but she’'d dyed her hair back to brown and
it was put up in coils around her head and might have reached the
floor when let down from the look of it. She was desperately thin
but gave them a nice smile for such an old face. “Welcome home
Johnny.” She said.

“Thanks Mom it's good to be home.” Johnny said. He
waved his hand towards Chip, “Mom thisis my friend Chip.”

“Hello Chip.” She greeted.

“Hi.” Chip said.

“Well come in and sit.” She offered. Johnny moved
instantly. For a brief moment Chip wondered if this is where his
reflexes first started to develop, either that or he knew al the
moves. Chip tried to catch up. She waited until he sat down before
she sat in the chair facing them. She wasn't going for comfort
though as she perched on the edge with her knees down. She was
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wearing a flowery dress covered by an apron. She was June
Cleaver al the way. “So Chip, is that your given name or just a
nickname?’

“Given.” Hereplied.

“Well Johnny’s given name is John. His father’s name is
Shawn and I'm Iris, we are the Walkers.” She said. She smiled
again, “And your family?’

“My dad is Robert Banes, my mom is Carrie Reins. | aso
have alittle sister, she' s six, Sabrina” Chip replied.

“Your mom didn’'t take your family name when she
married?’ she asked.

“They didn’t get married.” Chip said.

“Redlly.” She said, but she was commenting and not really
asking. “Well that is different.”

“Dad’'s not around.” Chip added, which made it clearer and
worse. She sat up more and took in adeep breath.

“Well Dear, some things just happen now don’t they.” She
said, “What church do you go to?’

“We don’t go to church.” Chip replied. She looked away
like he had slapped her, hard. Then she turned back smiling at him.

“1 suppose not everyone is graced into his Lord's guidance
while growing up, like Johnny. But this can be rectified.” She said,
as if he'd done something wrong and she could make it al better.
She turned to the little lamp table next to her and opened the
drawer. “This should get you started.” She said sounding pleasant
and uplifting. She pulled out a pamphlet. She looked at it and
smiled at it for a moment. Then she closed the drawer and handed
the pamphlet to Johnny. Johnny passed it to Chip. He looked at it.
“Now, you read that while | check on dinner.” She said.

She got back up and headed back into the kitchen. Chip
looked at Johnny who was sitting up straight in a perfect sitting
position. He rolled his finger around indicating he should hurry up.
Chip wasn't in the habit of reading on demand and there were
several little pages. He began trying though. He was grateful for
the huge images taking up most of the space displaying the scenes
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as it rambled on about how Jesus, God's only begotten Son...etc.
Johnny leaned over to whisper in his ear.

“Just graze it.” He said and then sat back up straight,
something Chip hadn’t been doing, but decided he should. He
forced himself to sit up straight just in time for Mrs. Walker to
come back in the room.

“Now that’s just a sampling.” She said as she came around
to the China cabinet and opened its drawer. “|I have some more
helpful instructions in here. Yes here we go.” She pulled out a
magazine size pamphlet. She then closed the drawer and walked it
over to Chip and handed it to him personally. “That’s something
for you to take home with you, read at your leisure.” She went
back to her seat and folded her hands over one another, “Now does
that story sound familiar?”’

“Yes.” Chip replied.

“Yes, but you don’t go to church, where did you hear it?’

“School maybe.” Chip replied,

“Well we know how that is, we are not allowed to confess
in school about God, the state doesn’t allow that, so | find it hard to
believe it was a teacher.”

“No just other kids.” Chip said.

“That shouldn’'t really surprise us, the Lord speaks to us
through many others, we need to listen, we need to be guided, but
where it leads, what you need to do is come to church. That is
God's house and his men of the cloth who know him better than
others who help us learn of Jesus and the faithful.

“Do you know how to pray?’ she asked. Chip set the
pamphlet’s down on the table near him and placed his hands
together in front of him.

“Likethis.” He offered.

“Yes, do you know what it means?’ she asked. Chip shook
his head no. “Prayer is about forgiveness, for everyday we do
things wrong. We all sin. Do you know what sin is?’

“Doing something wrong.” Chip answered.

“Yes, against God' s will. Satan tempts usinto al manner of
sin, we fail to always resist because we are only human. Thisisthe
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way of things. So at the end of each day we pray to God to help us
in resisting temptations, we also ask him to forgive us daily. Do
you know what elseto do?’

“No.” Chip replied still holding his hands together.

“You get down on the floor. You kneel before God when
you pray. You look up and you ask forgiveness and you must be
repentant, do you know what that means?”’

“Like being sorry?”’

“Yes very much like it, but we can say all kinds of things
that clearly indicates that to others and never mean it. There's no
point in saying sorry to God, because he can see right into your
heart, you need to be repentant, you need to kneel.” She said. Chip
looked at her for a moment and then slowly turned to see Johnny
trying not to be obvious but giving him the idea she was actually
asking him to do it right then. “It’s not hard and my floor is very
clean.” She said. Chip came off the couch and kneded, ill
holding his hands together. “The next thing to do is close your
eyes. You do that because we don’t see God when we look out into
the world. We close our eyes to it and look inside, in our hearts,
when we open our hearts to accept Jesus love for us. Close your
eyes dear.” Chip closed his eyes. “Then you look down, blessings
come from above and we bow our heads to receive the Lord’s
blessing.” He bowed his head, “Now | want you to keep your
thoughts clear, think about what you just read, about God's son
come to us and dieing for al of us, to wash away our sins, open
your heart and let him in so he can do that for you.”

The world went silent for Chip while he did that. She might
have been sitting there or gotten up quietly to check dinner again
for al he knew. He was now trying not to smile, because some
how it al just seemed funny to him. She was convinced of
something, but he couldn’'t really get what. God was just
something people talked about, acting the way he was, well it was
to get through the damn dinner so Johnny could come over, so they
could do something wrong, so they might be able to sin. He was
really just trying not to laugh at that point.
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“See it’s not even that hard.” She finally spoke again. Chip
took it as asign to open his eyes and look at her again. She smiled,
“And nicely done. Y ou should do as much every night.” She got up
out of her chair again and headed back into the kitchen. Once she
was out of sight Johnny waved him to get up, which he did with
some relief. He then played his hands indicating he should be
reading, he should show interest, the hardest part might have been
over. Chip went back to the pamphlets and looked them over. Mrs.
Walker came into the doorway briefly. “Johnny dear, set the table
please.”

“Yes Mom.” Johnny replied and got up. He went to the
china cabinet and began setting the table from its contents while
Chip continued to look over the printed word of God. Johnny
wasn’t giving him any more queues while he remained busy. From
he what could see of it, when he peeked, the table was set picture
perfect with evenly spaced plates, forks, knives and spoons
appearing in formal restaurant style.

Chip heard the kitchen door open and close and he relaxed
abit, but amost jumped right out of his skin when he felt Johnny’s
hand press down on his shoulder. He turned to look at him. “Y our
fine” He said squeezing his shoulder, “You'll be singing hymns
before you leave though. Go ahead and come to the table.”

Chip got up and returned the documents to the end table.
Johnny pointed out which chair out of the four and he sat down.

“Sit up straight as you can, she will snag you if your
slouching, it isn't proper.” Johnny said, “And then try and relax.”
Helaughed at the idea.

“1s she outside?’

“In the garage dragging Dad out from under the car. She
doesn’t holler dinner she goes to him and taps his foot until he
recognizes her.”

“Oh.” Chip said. Johnny smiled at him again.

“Maybe one smile for her even if you can't stand her.”
Johnny said, “But don’t laugh.”

“Ok.”
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Johnny took the seat next to him and set his foot on top of
Chip’s making contact. The large white tablecloth would keep it
from plain view. Johnny’s old man came in first. He was wiping
his greasy hands on a rag and stopped to look at Johnny and Chip
sitting at the table.

“That should beit for that oil pan.” He announced.

“Great.” Johnny said. He nodded, lifting his shoulders a
few times, getting used to the air conditioning as opposed to the
hot garage.

“Alright just get cleaned up here and we'll eat.” He said
and continued on down the hall to wash up. Chip looked at Johnny
to see if they were going to get called on sitting at the table with
dirty hands. She must have missed it, because when she came back
in trailing steam from what she was carrying, she failed to mention
it.

He figured the rest out when Johnny’s dad made it to the
table, she had it filled by then, roasted beef smothered in onions
and gravy, a mountain of mashed potatoes, a salad bowl filled with
salad, corn, beets and baked rolls. The old man sat down to this
and his hands still appeared soiled with oil he'd been working in.
She didn’t say aword about it, once she was finished laying out the
food she sat down opposite Johnny and Chip was facing the old
man. She smiled at him and he smiled back.

“Smells great dear.” He said. She then held out her hands.
One came shooting at Chip and the other went towards him. Chip
turned right to see Johnny’s hand coming at him, the same way it
had before they came up the drive. Chip reached out and lightly
held each. When they bowed their heads so did he. “We thank you
Lord most high shinning down from your mighty kingdom.” The
old man began in a strong boisterous voice, “For your many
blessing on my family and our home. We endeavor to continue
your great work here in this land, which we cal home. We
welcome to our table Johnny’s new friend Chip, may your blessing
see their way into his life and his heart. We thank you Lord Jesus
Christ for the food, which Mother has so gracious laid before us,
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her works and our works be to you. Glory be your name, glory be
to all who hear you. Thank you Lord, Amen.”

The hands removed themselves quickly. The old man
looked up and smiled at Chip. “We eat well here.” Mrs. Walker
explained. The two of them began serving the food, both filling
plates at the same time. She handed hers to Chip and he handed his
to Johnny. Chip traded out the plate before him, finding this
interesting and strange. Johnny didn’t touch his food while they
each filled up their own plates, not asking which part of the medl
they wanted, giving them alittle of all of it. Chip was most put out
by the beets. But the rolls smelled good to him. He could suffer the
one to have the other he decided.

“Let's eat.” Mr. Walker announced and they began to
sample things. He ate slowly once he got a good portion into his
mouth while she and Johnny ate very little of the mounds of food.
Chip tried not to gobble like he was accustomed to doing following
the old man’s lead he ate slowly but well portioned forkfuls. The
silence lasted halfway through, letting them al get some in before
the conversation resumed. Mrs. Walker set down her utensils and
looked at Chip.

“Chip, do you know the ten commandments?’

“1 think so.” He replied as soon as his mouth was empty.
He was afraid to brave another bite because she might ask him
another question, but she failed to be in a hurry about it, going
back to her meal and taking time to have a bit more before she
repeated the pattern of delicately setting her silverware down to
Speak again.

“Tell me.” She said, and then she went back to her food.
Chip finished his current bite, he was getting that the conversation
would end up being jagged by eating and he felt less like he did
earlier being under a spot light, looking for the ignorance of God.

“Don't kill, steal, uhm say something bad about your
neighbors, uhm no God before me?’

“Yes.” She offered.

“Honor Mom and Dad.” He said and he started to struggle
after that. He counted how many he said so far. He was only half
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way there. He looked at her with a guilty expression. She looked
pleasant while she finished her next bite, but then her utensils went
back down again.

“Well.” She said, “1 suppose it’s hard to keep them in your
head if they are not yet in your heart. Jesus upheld God' s law when
he spoke to people. The Ten Commandments help guide us into
doing God's will by keeping us from Satan’s temptations. The
things we know to be wrong in our hearts reflect the will of God,
but our hearts must also contain Jesus' love to keep his will. And
we will fail, we always do. We ask for forgiveness and then we try
again. So don't look so upset that you have failed, there clearly
hasn’t been anyone around to help you keep to this. You also need
to allow God to come through you. This then allows you to be a
vessdl to hiswill. Y ou become his servant as you should be, for he
has much to accomplish, thisiswhy we are here.”

Chip nodded, since he was busy chewing. She smiled and
took another bite before moving on. At this point Johnny was not
eating any more with half his plate still full. His father was eating
even slower, looking between the three of them like a casudl
observer.

She set her utensils down again. She might have been done,
because they went further onto the plate. “Well then Johnny,
perhaps you could have Chip over some Saturday night for the
night and we could all go to church together.” She offered.

“Mom.” Johnny said.

“Yes dear.”

“Saturday is not good for Chip, he spends every other
weekend with his dad and when he's not he's spent al day mowing
lawns, he could hardly even bike all the way over here after that.”
Johnny explained.

“You work?" She said looking towards him. Chip nodded
a first and then finally gave up on eating, even if he could eat
more. He couldn’t keep up with her now that she had stopped. He
copied her by laying his utensils onto his plate. He'd seen Johnny
do the same aready.
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“This is only my third summer mowing lawns.” He
answered.

“Only.” She commented and turned to look at her husband,
who looked back at her and she trailed her eyes towards Johnny.
He followed along but didn't say anything. Chip could only
imagine the conversation they’ d have about it after he and Johnny
made their escape, which didn't seem to be soon enough. They
started eating at quarter past five and it wasn't even near six
0’ clock yet. She eventually turned back to Chip. “Where does your
father work?” she asked. Chip looked completely guilty now. He
was aso dightly pissed for not knowing the answer. It was the
silence he got from his father when they were spending time
together, because he just didn’t know.

“1 don't know.” He said. She looked shocked by this, how
could he not know? But she quickly dropped the subject and turned
back to her husband.

“Do you know hisfather?’ she asked.

“Nope, know his mother though, Carrie.” He answered.

“Doesn’t ring a bell.” She said. He turned to look at her,
finally putting his own silverware down.

“Yes you do dear.”

“No.”

“Yes, it will come to you. Carrie Reins, Celia's daughter,
she isworking at the thrift store now.”

“CeliaReins?’ She questioned.

“That’sright love.” He answered. Her hand moved over her
mouth and she slowly looked at Chip. He didn't understand the
reaction at al. He wasn’t keeping the name of his grandmother in
his head like he should, but he did recognize it, she was long gone
though. She recovered quickly while he looked at her strange
actions. She used her napkin even if her face wasn't dirty.

“Ok.” She said. “Chip, | want you to know that you are
welcome in our house anytime, we will just have to clear any
sleepovers with your mother. May | have your phone number so |
may call her?’

“We don't have aphone.” Chip explained.
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“l suppose.” She said, almost like she should have known
that. “1 shall speak with her at the store.”

“She'susually there every Thursday.” Chip offered.

“Yes, this Thursday, | shall drop by to speak with her to let
her know that if you stay with us, with Johnny, you will be in a
Christian home and safe.”

“Ok.” Chip said, and then he got really brave, speaking out
of turn, “You think it will be okay for Johnny to sleep over at our
place tonight?”

“Of” course dear, is your mother expecting him?’

“Yes”

“Then that will be fine” She said. “Johnny knows the
Lord’ s word very well and he can help you learn it. | think we will
just al have to get together sometime and go to church, perhaps
you, your mom and your sister can all come to our church.”

“That would be nice.” Chip said. She smiled at him. She
then brought her shoulders up and looked around the table.

“Seems we are all done here, Johnny will you help your
father and | clear the table?’

“YesMom.”

“Chip you are our guest, you may return to the couch.” She
said as she got up, they were al right behind her. Johnny and his
dad came up with plates in their hands al at once. Once they
moved out of the way Chip returned to the couch and looked over
the pamphlets, looking to see if the Ten Commandments were in
there. They were, he found out.

As soon as the table was straightened out the old man came
in and sat down in the chair beside the one she’'d been it. He smiled
at Chip. Then he fished out the TV remote from a magazine rack
beside him. He clicked the TV on and then lowered the volume.
Chip could only guess he was waiting for the six o’clock news to
start.

Johnny didn’t return right away, Chip could guess he was
helping with the dishes. When they did come back in the room
Chip heard the sound of what he decided was a dishwasher, which
they only had to load to get the dishes clean. Johnny sat down
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beside Chip and his mom sat down in her chair. This time she did
push al the way back.

“Have you learned anything else?’ She asked Chip, who
was still looking at the information.

“1 found the Ten Commandments.” He replied.

“Very good.” She said, “Before to long, they will be in
your heart and in your head.” He offered her a smile. “Do you have
any questions about what you’ re reading right now?”

“Not yet.” Hereplied.

“Johnny why don't you show Chip your room. Your
father’s about to watch the news, then if you are going, you should
leave soon before it gets too late.”

“Yes Mom.” Johnny said getting up. Chip followed him.
When he set the reading down Johnny picked it back up and
brought it with them down the hall. Johnny popped open a door
and turned on the light. He barely went through the door and only
allowed Chip to see in it. It had all kinds of things, everything a
boy should have, he thought, baseball bedspread, sports heroes on
the walls, atoy box from days gone by, a small bookshelf with just
a few classics and a Bible. “My room.” Johnny said
unenthusiastically. He then clicked off the light and didn’t go in.
He closed the door and headed back out into the living room.
“Mom we are going to get going.” He said. She smiled at him as he
round his way to her to kiss her cheek which she held up towards
him.

“You be safe, don't talk to strangers, don’t talk to people
who arein cars, watch the lights and the signs. Go slow.” She said.

“1 will Mom.” He promised.

“You got achange of clothes?’ hisfather asked.

“I'll be fine Dad. Don’t want to lug a whole bag with me.
I’ll come home to shower in the morning.”

“Chip they don't have a shower at your place?’ the man
asked.

“Uhm, yea we do.” Chip replied. The old man looked back
at Johnny, eyeing him. Johnny nodded and then headed back to his
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room leaving Chip standing there as the news came on. The old
man turned to it, turning up the volume.

Chip waited midway between the sitting area of the living
room and the door. Johnny came back with a backpack. “All set.”
He announced. His father looked at him and nodded.

“No bad reports, Johnny, you hear?’

“Yea, Dad.” He replied. Then Johnny let them outside.
Chip let out his breath once the door was closed. Johnny headed
down the path towards the garage, which was closed now. Chip
caught up, just stopping himself from shooting over the lawn.

They went around to the side of the garage. Johnny didn’t
look happy. He was almost avoiding looking at Chip at this point.
Chip finally decided the old man had embarrassed him. He really
didn’t know what to say to make him feel better. He passed the
bikes heading further back. He slung the pack off his back. He
opened the trashcan and dropped the pamphlets and the pack into
it.

He finally laughed and looked back at Chip. “No worries,
trash is on Wednesday and nobody handles it but me.” He
explained.

“Anythinginit?’

“No.” he said and laughed. “Let’s get so fucking out of
here.”

They went for their bikes and Johnny shot right out into the
street trying to get away as fast as possible and having no concern
for traffic. Chip decided they’d have heard a car coming. The
neighborhood had grown quiet with the sounds of traffic so far
away.

Chip came up beside him. He still looked disgruntled.
“That wasn't so bad.” Chip offered. Johnny looked at him, he
suddenly looked furious.

“Not bad, Chip? She had you kneeling like you were
praying when she doesn’'t even know you. She has no right to do
that. She's so wrong. | fucking hate her so much sometimes.”
Johnny said. Chip didn’t reply. If he hadn’t been prepared he might
have been really put out. The thing was he didn’t believe in the
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stuff, he had no reason to. Johnny was shaking his head, “I’'m not
mad at you Man, it's her. I'll chill out eventually. But just so you
know this is what keeps me from eating with them at all. Thisis
why smoking my brain away sounds like fun.”

“What about your dad? He seemed ok.”

“He is most of the time, especialy when he’'s away from
her, nights when she's not home, off with her church lady friends
we can just sit in front of the TV and veg like normal people do.”

“Where' s your brother?”’

“Long gone, if they know where he isthey won't say, as far
as they are concerned he simply doesn’t exist anymore.”

“What happened?”’

“He got caught, Chip. He got caught smoking, he got
caught with a stash and then he got caught selling. They threw him
away like yesterday’s newspaper. He'd fallen from grace. He was
lost from God. | think they tried, they just don't really know what
to do about it. The kicker, what got him ganked for good was they
caught him smoking in front of me, their poor precious Johnny, he
was going to fuck me up, had they seen it a moment before then
they would have seen me smoking with him. She might of have
just killed him on the spot then.” He said.

“«Oh.”

“Yegq, it an't norma. Kids around here don't know any
better it takes stronger parents than them to fix it. They don't
realize how bad they are, her for doing that shit and him for
allowing it. They drove him away, running and screaming. They
are doing it to me too, but I'm just a little tougher, a little more
craftier. | walk through that front door stoned out of my mind all
the time. | just ride the act, she buys it, | got to bed. They are non
the wiser.”

“Are you done smoking?’ Chip asked.

“It's been almost three weeks now.” He replied, “I can't
say | actively decided to never do it again, its just happening. As
long as you're around | feel like maybe | can stick with it.”

“You shouldn’'t do it for me. Y ou should do it for yourself.”
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“Same thing, if | quit, it's for me, because it clears the air
between us, that's what | want. But | am promising nothing, I'll
screw up at some point, but just like she says you just try it again.”
Hesad.

“Ok.” Chip said. Johnny pulled to a stop. Chip stopped as
well. Johnny just looked at him. He was still off. He was still upset
about his mother’'s actions. He might have even been upset for
allowing her to do it, too for forcing Chip to sit through it.

“I'm sorry.” Hefinally said looking right at him.

“For what?’

“1 was wrong, Chip. | should have never subjected you to
that. It’s not right, it makes me no better than them. | feel like such
aheel right now.” He said.

“It's ok, Johnny, you warned me, I’'m not going to be
affected by it. | don't really care about one bad dinner there,
your...your worth it.” He said. Johnny just kept looking at him.

“Okay.” Johnny said. Then he smiled, “I’m worth it?’

“Yes.” Chip said. Johnny nodded.

“Let’s get to your place.” He said still smiling. They poured
on the speed after that and stopped chattering. They were at Chip’s
place in due time. Johnny locked up his bike in the stairway again.
They headed up and into the apartment. Chip put his bike away
and checked in the living room. His mom was sitting up in the
chair and Sabrina was relaxing beside her on the half couch.

“Everything ok?” Chip asked.

“Yes.” She answered.

“You all set to put her to bed?’

“Yes Chip, I'm fine. Go ahead and enjoy your company.”
She said. She leaned to the side to smile at Johnny he smiled back.
“Hi, Johnny.”

“Hi.” He said back.

“Ok.” Chip said and headed to his room. Johnny followed
him in closing and locking the door. Chip turned to look at him.

“I’ve been waiting all day for this.” Johnny said.
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