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Part
One


 


The battery in the portable radio
died, forcing Jessie Mendoza to listen to the argument between Henry and Mandy Turner
again. His father and stepmother’s fight was still just as loud as it had been
when Jessie pulled on his headphones, but the topic had at least changed from
cleaning duties to bills.


Setting the
radio beside his pillow, Jessie listened to the fight in the master bedroom over
who would be paying the light bill. The thought occurred to Jessie how two months
in Henry’s apartment weren’t all that different from life with his mother in Dallas.
The fights had almost the same volume and vitriol. The only real difference was,
Henry and Mandy were never so angry they got into a physical fight. And so far
as Jessie knew, Henry didn’t own a gun.


Though Henry
was Jessie’s biological father, Jessie hadn’t lived in San Antonio with Henry
most of his life. His first thirteen years were spent living with his mother,
Regina Mendoza, and her long string of boyfriends and husbands. Regina got
divorced from Henry when Jessie was just three. Jessie’s little brother Eddie
hadn’t been born yet, and so neither of the boys knew much about their father.
But based on what little he already knew, Jessie didn’t care much for Henry.


Jessie got up
from his bed and walked around Eddie, who lay in the middle of the bedroom
floor on his stomach while he read a comic book. Eddie was oblivious to the
fight, but then Eddie could zone out while reading a shampoo bottle. As long as
he could find something with more than three words strung together, Eddie preferred
to read rather than focus on anything negative happening in the real world.


Jessie almost
envied his brother’s ability to tune out reality, but he knew all too well why
Eddie was withdrawn, and the damage to the boy was done long before he’d walked
into a hallway to look at his mother’s body.


Jessie cast
the thought away before his mind could summon any memories, but he was fighting
a losing battle. Having given in to his melancholy sentiments, he could only keep
the flashbacks at bay for so long.


Eddie looked
up at the sound of the closet door opening, and Jessie smiled at his brother’s
curious expression before he took his jacket down from a hanger. “I’m just
stepping around back for a smoke.” Jessie pulled on his jacket. “You coming
with?”


Eddie nodded
and picked up his comic book. Closing the cover, he took it to the desk before
he moved to the closet to grab his own jacket. Though his was smaller, both the
heavy blue denim jackets matched. Almost everything Henry bought for the boys
matched, because he said they would be easy to find in a crowd. Or that was
what he’d claimed at the time. In reality, Henry rarely saw Jessie or Eddie
other than a few odd hours per day. 


Henry tried to
do his part as a parent by purchasing anything his sons needed. But he
considered parenting to be little more than a set of nightly one hour lectures
before he got down to arguing with Mandy. There was no help with homework or
attempts at positive reinforcement. Just more lectures.


Jessie watched
Eddie pull on his jacket and leaned over to help with the zipper. Though Eddie
was ten, he sometimes had trouble with simple tasks. Jessie heard his mother refer
to Eddie as an “idiot savant,” but he wasn’t sure if the term accurately described
his brother’s behavior. 


There was just
a limit to how much of the real world Eddie could handle, and it depended
mostly on how far into his shell he’d withdrawn. On his better days, Eddie
could hold a normal conversation or zip his jacket shut. But Eddie wasn’t
having one of his better days, and he’d barely said more than a few words after
returning home from school.


Jessie stepped
into the hallway behind his brother, then waited for a pause in the fight to
shout through the master bedroom door. “We’re going out for a walk! We’ll be
back in–” The fight went on without either adult acknowledging Jessie. He
didn’t expect them to, but he preferred to have his ass covered. He waited for
another respite. “We’ll be back in a few hours!”


“Fine!” Mandy
shouted.


Jessie nodded
and walked to the front door. A few hours could be however long he liked. 


While he
walked around the back of the apartment building, Jessie wondered how long
Henry and Mandy could last as a couple. Mandy was Henry’s fourth wife, and they
had both suffered through two years of bickering. The topics of their arguments
were so routine they seemed scripted, and Jessie was already getting used to
timing fights based on which topic was being shouted about.


Yet for as bitterly
as Henry and Mandy fought, every night they returned to bed and had sex for
well over an hour. Which bothered Jessie because he was used to listening to
coked out couples who couldn’t have sex. Or if they did, it lasted two minutes
before they went back to snorting more coke. Henry was just a low-level
alcoholic, and apparently three forty ounce beers a night was his working
prescription for an active love life. In an apartment with paper thin walls,
that was not a good thing.


Aside from his
healthy sex life, the rest of Henry’s time at home was wretched. And while
Henry and Mandy fought, they made Jessie feel just as miserable. The constant
negativity had Jessie so upset that he felt eager to find reasons to stay out
of the house for as long as he could.


Jessie grabbed
the top of the wooden fence which marked the rear of the apartment complex
property, and he pulled his body up before hiking his legs over the top one at
a time. Beyond the complex was a narrow strip of dried yellow grass. Beyond the
strip, a five foot trench was dug for storm drainage, and beyond the ditch was
a wide pasture of dead winter weeds. 


Jessie glanced
around the ditch to check for other kids while Eddie perched on top of the
fence. When he was sure Jessie was watching him, Eddie leapt and made a goofy
looking pose as he dropped to the ground in a low crouch. Jessie thought Eddie
was imitating the Hulk until Eddie turned around and sneered.


Jessie rolled
his eyes. He looks so retarded when he’s trying to be Wolverine.


The sneer just
didn’t fit Eddie’s wide baby face. The look of contempt didn’t work when it
came from his glimmering dark brown eyes, nor did the twist he made with his
thick upper lip. The only part of Wolverine’s appearance which Eddie almost had
right was the pair of black wingtips of hair jutting out from the sides of his
head. Even then, his wingtips were lopsided and looked more like a bird’s nest
than a hairstyle.


Tugging a
crumpled pack of Camels and a lighter from his pocket, Jessie pushed a
cigarette between his lips and returned the scoffing expression. “What ya doin’,
bub?”


Eddie laughed
and turned around to run along the side of the drainage ditch. 


Jessie lit his
cigarette, inhaling the first drag as deeply as he could. He almost looks
normal, Jessie thought, then raised his head to stare at the sky. 


In the back of
his mind, he heard the grief counselor’s voice declaring, “Normal
is just a setting on a washing machine.”


Jessie snorted
at the thought, because when he returned to the apartment, he’d checked the
washing machine and discovered there was not a normal setting. Instead, there
was hot, warm, and cold. The same was true of the dryer, so nothing was normal.


A bitter voice
at the back of Jessie’s mind disagreed. Normal is never finding out
what your mother’s guts look like.


He gave up the
struggle and let his memory blur back to his bedroom in Dallas. Huddled under
his blanket and longing for sleep, he’d listened to his mother fighting with
her latest cokehead boyfriend, Pedro Gonzalez.


The fight grew
from shouts and screams to slaps and punches, which Jessie was used to. But
then Pedro pulled a knife, and he regretted it two seconds later when Regina twisted
the blade out of his hand and stabbed it into his thigh. Bellowing “Bitch”
while he thumped into the hallway, he was followed by Regina, who screamed
“Nobody pulls a knife on—”


By then Pedro
had grabbed the shotgun behind his desk. Three shots rang out, and three holes
appeared in the wall, spilling light from the hallway onto the bedroom carpet. Through
the holes, Pedro’s voice could be heard much more clearly while he started to
hiss a long line of cuss words in Spanish and English. His uneven footsteps
thumped out of the house, and everything became quiet. 


Jessie climbed
down from the top bunk and crossed the room on shaking legs. Once he’d opened
the door, Eddie was up and creeping from his bed to stand beside Jessie. 


Jessie wanted
to be brave and tell Eddie to stay back while he checked the apartment. Instead
he hung back in the room while Eddie ventured into the hallway first.


Regina’s body
sprawled partway out of the master bedroom door. The left side of her face was
pulverized, and along with blood splattered on the walls and floor, Jessie
could also see chunks of flesh and bone. 


Then in spite
of the faulty heating in the project-housing apartment, Jessie felt too hot. He
couldn’t breathe and his vision swam. When his legs threatened to give out, he
set his hand on the doorframe to keep from falling over. 


The memory of
going into shock was so powerful that Jessie needed to unzip his jacket and
pull it away from his chest while he gasped for air. He didn’t want to remember
any more, but the flashback continued with Eddie walking to the master bedroom
door. 


Jessie tried
telling his brother to stop, but he managed little more than a squeak before he
gave up. His legs were numb, but he forced himself to stumble after his
brother. With every short step, he swung his hand out to brace himself against
the wall.


Eddie stepped
around the blossoming halo of blood in the carpet and stared at Regina’s body,
his head leaning over toward his right shoulder while he pouted. His eyes
flicked back and forth over the wounds, and he balled his hands into fists
while he panted.


Jessie reached
out to take Eddie’s wrist, and then he saw the rest of his mother’s body. The
hole in Regina’s stomach was big enough to shove a fist through, and the chunk
missing from her inner thigh included part of her femoral artery. The floor
around her leg was so thick with blood that the texture of the carpet was lost,
and the edges of the stain were still spreading out rapidly.


It was the
last thing Jessie saw before shock claimed his senses, and his next memory was
hours later, when a police officer asked if he was okay. But he wasn’t, and he
never had been.


Jessie dropped
to his haunches, curling over his knees while he sobbed. He didn’t cry in
sadness, or from a sense of loss. Instead, Jessie’s tears were shed in anger
and frustration. He was angry because neither of his new parents cared what he
and his brother went through. Neither seemed to care about what they’d seen or
felt. The only reason the boys had seen the grief counselor was because the
state covered the cost of the visits.


Jessie felt
frustrated watching Eddie suffer. He needed time, just a few months of quiet to
deal with Eddie’s problems, and then his own. But he was denied even a single
day of peace, and while he watched helplessly, Eddie drifted further away from
reality.


Jessie coughed
and reached up to wipe his eyes before he raised his head. 


Eddie pouted
back at Jessie, perched on the edge of the ditch with his arms closed around
his legs. But Eddie didn’t cry. Eddie hadn’t cried in well over three years.


Jessie’s
attention was drawn back toward the fence when he heard footsteps, and he closed
his fingers around his cigarette, sniffling as he stood up. He relaxed when his
neighbor Alice Roth pulled herself up above the fence and swung her legs over
in one smooth motion.


Alice was
fifteen, but she was shorter and skinnier than Jessie. This often made him
forget she was two years older than him. She teased Jessie about being a kid,
but just days after he’d moved into the building, she’d begun to invite him to
her apartment almost daily.


Alice was
dressed in her usual tomboyish way. She was partial to wearing tight denim
jeans and baggy football sweatshirts. The sweatshirt combined with her black
and red jacket rendered her almost flat-chested, and her tightly braided black
hair was held down by a black ball cap with the brim turned back to cover her
neck. A bright red A was embroidered into the back of the cap. 


She wore no
makeup, but despite her androgynous style, there was no mistaking Alice for a
boy. Her dark brown cheeks were round and almost hid her slight cheekbones. She
had wide hazel eyes, and full round lips that were adorned with only a glimmer
of lip balm.


Though some
boys in the neighborhood had commented that Alice had a “fat nose,” she looked
like the prettiest girl in the world to Jessie.


Alice waved aside
Jessie’s cigarette pack and held up her own box. She tapped one out and lit it
using Jessie’s lighter before turning around to offer Eddie a wave. “What’s the
word today, squirt?”


“Bub,” Eddie
said and got back up to start running again.


“What?” Alice
asked in a low voice.


“Wolverine,”
Jessie said and sniffled, raising his hand to wipe his eyes. “He says ‘Bub’ is
Wolverine, ‘Grr’ is the Hulk and, ‘Eh’...well, ‘eh’ could be half the members
of Alpha Pack, but it’s his way of being Canadian. ‘Dude’ is probably one of
the turtles.”


“He’s been
like this all week,” Alice muttered. “Maybe you ought to stop buying him so
many comic books.”


“Yeah, I know,
but it seems to be the only way I can get him to talk. Besides, I think he
needs them so he doesn’t have to listen to Mandy and Henry fighting.” Jessie waved
a gesture back at the building, trailing smoke behind his hand. “Can you hear
them in your room?”


“Yep.” Alice leaned
her back against the fence and puffed out a perfect smoke ring.


Jessie looked
up at the sun, figuring there were around two hours of daylight left. “Did they
at least move past the credit card bills?”


“Nope. They
were on the MasterCard bill when I left, ” Alice said. “Do you want to hit the
mall or the arcade?”


“I prefer the
mall, but either way we’ll need some cash.” Jessie thought over several ideas
while he tried to make a smoke ring. Both of his attempts failed. “Do you mind
going bus begging with me?”


“Nah, it’s fun
to watch you work,” Alice said. “You’re like a master scammer.”


Jessie grinned
sheepishly and dropped his head. “I’m not that good. Masters are the guys who
convince people to give up millions on a stock scam. I’m just convincing people
to donate to the poor and skip the middlemen in the charity offices.”


They continued
to banter back and forth until they finished smoking, and then calling Eddie to
follow along, they walked to a bus stop at a busy intersection not far from the
apartment complex.


When the light
changed to red, Jessie got up and went to the curb before he knocked on the
passenger window of a car. “Ma’am, my friends and I were supposed to be back
home an hour ago.” Pulling a dollar bill from his pocket, he shook his head and
pouted. “But neither of us has enough money to cover three transfers. Could
you–?”


“Sure,” the woman
said, already digging through her purse to grab a handful of change.


“Thank you so
much, ma’am,” Jessie smiled and went back to the bench to count out change, an
act he stopped as soon as the woman’s car was out of sight. Handing the change
off to Eddie, Jessie sat through one red light and then picked another car at
the next change. 


For two hours,
he worked the stop, and by then, both Alice and Eddie had bulging pockets. Alice
started to reach into her hip pocket to try counting some of her coins, and
Jessie stopped her. “Wait until we get on the bus.”


Alice smirked
at him. “You’ve got this down to a science. How is it that no one ever gives
you exact fare?”


“The trick is
holding up your own money,” Jessie said. “People stop thinking they’re being
scammed if you ask for only a small part of the price for bus fare. They know
the red light won’t last long, and they’re in a hurry to leave. So instead of
looking for two quarters, they grab a handful of coins and pass it over.”


Alice whistled
and favored Jessie with an admiring smile. “Marry me.”


Jessie
snorted. “I would, but I don’t want to argue with you.”


“My parents
don’t argue,” Alice said. 


Jessie nodded,
getting up when he saw the bus pulling around the corner. “Yeah, your folks are
cool. Especially your dad.” 


Clinton Roth
worked as a freelance DJ. Though he sometimes worked shows in other states, his
regular checks came from his being a featured DJ on “club nights” for one of
the local FM stations. Clinton’s part-time job granted him instant cool status
in Jessie’s mind, and the night shift schedule allowed him to stay home until
late in the afternoon.


But Jessie’s
visits to the Roth residence and his talks to Alice also revealed Clinton was a
great guy whose only real addiction was to beats and loops. He could sit at the
dining room table looking as high as any pot smoker while he made pops, hisses,
or grunts to mimic a certain musical sound he was searching for. Though some of
his efforts were silly, most of his improvised mouth music blew Jessie away. Jessie
even found himself falling under the spell while he began coming up with lyrics
for the beats.


In Alice’s
home, there was no fighting over who paid the bills, because Alice’s mother
Samantha owned a thriving herbal remedies shop. She was a self proclaimed “tree
humper,” and had been known to chain herself to older trees just to prove a
point. During her last outing, she made the local news wearing a white shirt
with bright green lettering which read: TREE HUMPER. Alice kept a
copy of the photo pinned to her bedroom wall with her own comment scribbled in
permanent marker over the caption: I will kill myself if I ever do
anything this stupid.


The term
hippie fit both of Alice’s parents, but not in a negative sense of the word.
And it was for that reason that Jessie spent so much time hanging out at Alice’s
apartment with her parents. Sometimes Eddie followed along. Other times, he
stayed in his room to read comics, which was why Jessie tried to keep his
brother stocked up on new titles.


 


“Jessie!”
Eddie’s excited voice pulled Jessie from his thoughts. Glancing at his brother,
Jessie noticed how Eddie’s eyes were spread wide with amazement while he raised
his hand to point at the circus tents in the mall parking lot.


“Can we go,
Jessie?” Eddie asked.


Jessie smiled
and nodded. “I was thinking about a trip to the candy store and food court
before we watched a movie, but this could work too. Alice, what do you think?”


“Sure, sounds
cool to me.” Alice stood up to follow Jessie to the exit, then craned her neck
to look around the parking lot. “I wonder if they have a sideshow.”


“I want to see
the freak show,” Eddie said.


Alice laughed
and patted his shoulder. “Did you look in a mirror today?” 


To emphasize
her point, she ran her hand over his hair, and her playful act made the mess on
his head look slightly improved.


The sounds of
carnival music filled the air as soon as the bus doors opened, and wafting in
the wind along with the music were the scents of popcorn, cotton candy, and
freshly roasted peanuts. Once they were closer to the concession stands, the
new aromas of hot dogs, roasted corn, and funnels cakes joined the mixture and
made everyone’s stomachs growl. But while hunger spurned them on, indecision
kept them frozen while they debated which way to go first.


“Oh, pizza!” Alice
pointed and wandered one direction at exactly the same moment that Eddie
squealed “Gorilla!” and took off running in another.


Jessie was so
hungry by then, he thought Eddie made a serving suggestion. “I don’t think they
make that—” He watched Eddie run toward the sideshow trailers, and one of the
trailers declared that it had on display one LIVE SAVAGE GORILLA.


“But...food,”
Jessie whined before he started jogging to catch up with his brother. 


Eddie had a long
head start, and his stocky legs got him all the way up to the carney even with
his pockets loaded full of coins. He had already paid for his ticket by the
time Jessie caught up, and he was waving for Jessie to pay the carney as well.


“Come on,
Jessie, hurry!”


“Can’t we just
come back in a few minutes?” Jessie asked. “I wanted to grab some pizza before
we check out any of the shows.”


“Aaw, but...can’t
we see him for a minute?” Eddie plead, his gaze flicking back to the ramp which
led up to a door in the front of the trailer.


Jessie sighed
and started digging change from his pocket. “All right, hold on.”


“Hey, tell you
what,” the carney said. “If you’re only heading in for a quick peek this time,
I’ll let you go back in after you eat.”


 “Okay,
thanks.” Jessie smiled and pointed back toward the concession stands. “We’ll be
bringing another friend for the second trip, but she can pay her own way in.”


The carney
tore off a ticket from the wheel and passed it to Jessie with a flourishing
wave. “Be careful in there. He’s a killer.”


Jessie
resisted the urge to snort. He went up the ramp to open the door, and the
gorilla in the cage roared at someone. Jessie couldn’t see the gorilla. A folding
partition positioned just inside the door blocked his view. He couldn’t see the
cage either, but he heard the bars rattling with an ear splitting volume. Under
the animal’s enraged growls, he also heard a boy making monkey like shrieks.


Eddie walked
around the divider right away, but Jessie froze while his heart exploded into a
frenzied beating. They wouldn’t keep killer animals, Jessie thought. If
an animal killed someone, they’d have to put it down. 


With the
assurance set in his mind, he walked around the partition. 


The gorilla snarled
and howled, its black face wrinkling in a mask of fury while it gripped two of
the bars and flexed them rapidly. But the boy standing in front of the barricade
appeared unimpressed, because he still went on mimicking a chimpanzee.


Eddie tapped
the boy’s shoulder. “You’re not doing it right. That’s a gorilla, not a chimp.”


The boy turned
to frown at Eddie, then glanced back at Jessie. “Is he for real?”


Jessie’s first
thought was to answer “Look who’s talking?” 


The boy had
greasy black hair and beady brown eyes, and his face was covered in acne
blemishes. From where Jessie stood, he could smell the boy’s grubby clothes,
and he could see food stains all over the boy’s heavy black jacket.


Instead of
hurling an insult, Jessie decided to be polite. “Eddie is right. You’re making
the gorilla angry by speaking the wrong language. It would be like me talking
to you in Spanish.”


“Yeah, I don’t
know Mexican,” the boy said. “I’m Richard.”


“Charmed to
meet you, Richard.” Jessie walked to the barrier to stand a safe distance away
from Richard’s funk. He looked up at the gorilla, who calmed down once Richard stopped
yammering. “Wow, that’s a pretty big gorilla. How much does it weigh?”


“Six hundred
pounds,” Eddie answered.


“Nuh-uh!” Richard
said.


“Yeah-huh.”
Eddie hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “His weight is written on the sign
outside.”


Eddie grunted,
and the black ape swiveled its head around in confusion before it uttered a
similar grunt.


Jessie stopped
smiling. “Eddie? What did—?”


Eddie raised
his hand in a gesture for silence before he grunted again. The gorilla looked at
him and leaned over, its brown eyes widening with what looked like shock. It
made a longer grunt.


Eddie nodded
and made another grunt.


The gorilla
toppled back, roaring while it rolled around the cage. Jessie thought the beast
was furious until the roaring broke down into smaller grunts, and then the
gorilla started slapping the bottom of the cage.


“Did you just
tell a joke?” Richard asked.


“No, he’s just
easily amused.” Eddie dipped under the barrier and grunted while he held up his
hand.


The gorilla
stopped howling and moved to the bars. It hunkered down at the edge of the cage
while Eddie alternated between grunts and growls


The thought
occurred to Jessie that his brother was within the gorilla’s reach, but he
couldn’t say anything. He was too stunned by the sight of the gorilla’s face
warming with a smile. The gorilla tilted back its head and uttered a low growl
followed by a thump on its chest.


Eddie nodded
before he grunted and pointed at the gorilla. He uncurled his fingers and
slipped them between the bars of the cage. The act was cute before, but Eddie
was starting to press his luck.


“Eddie...”
Jessie whimpered. 


The gorilla
closed his fingers around Eddie’s whole hand, then shook it timidly. Jessie swallowed
and turned to look at Richard, whose mouth hung open in a wide O. 


“That’s
funny,” Jessie said. “I thought he only spoke Spanish and English.”


Eddie made two
more grunts before he backed away. “Okay, let’s go have some pizza.”


Jessie nodded
and moved to follow his brother out, then stopped himself at the divider. “Hey,
uh...Richard?”


“Yeah?”


“I wouldn’t
try the same trick if I were you.” Jessie shook his head. “You don’t know
gorilla.”


“But...but if
that retard can do it, so can I,” Richard said.


“Do you know
enough Spanish to understand pendejo?” Jessie asked, then snickered when Richard
shook his head. “Then you don’t know enough gorilla to be sticking your hand in
that cage either, pendejo.”


Jessie still
didn’t think the warning carried enough weight, so when he passed the carney,
he said “Hey, that idiot in there is about to go under the barricade.”


“Aw hell,” the
carney muttered and jogged up the ramp. “Thanks for the warning, kid.”


Jessie stepped
aside to let the carney run into the trailer before he tried to walk down the
ramp calmly. “Bro, please don’t ever do that again.”


“Nothing bad
happened, right?” Eddie said.


Just a few
yards away from the trailer, Jessie turned around to watch Richard being
dragged out of the trailer by the carney. Richard shouted “Let me go! You’ll
pay for this! I’ll sue!”


“Quit yapping
and keep stepping, nitwit,” the carney barked, his thick hand gripping the boy
by the collar.


Jessie nodded.
“Okay, now I’ll agree that nothing bad happened.”


Alice held out
two plates with slices of pepperoni pizza when the boys made their way back to
the concession stands. “So how was the gorilla?”


“Well...”
Jessie opened and closed his mouth several times before shaking his head. “No,
forget it. You just wouldn’t believe it.”


Alice watched
him with an uncertain expression while he ate. But when he wouldn’t offer an
explanation, she leaned over to smile at Eddie. “What did you do?”


“I talked to
the gorilla,” Eddie said around a mouthful of pizza. “His name is Brian.”


“Did you
really?” Alice smiled at Jessie, but her amused look faltered when he also nodded.
“No, really.”


“He really did.
He even walked up to the cage and shook the gorilla’s hand.” Alice passed
Jessie her cup of soda, and he paused long enough to sip from it before he
added, “I told this kid he wasn’t speaking in gorilla, but I didn’t know Eddie
really could...” Jessie’s slim black eyebrows bunched together, and he dropped
his head to stare at his brother.


“What is it?” Alice
asked.


“Nothing, just
a stray thought,” Jessie said. “Maybe when we get done eating, Eddie can show
you what he did.”


“Probably
not,” Eddie said.


“Why not?”
Jessie asked, then looked back where his brother pointed. Richard was sneaking
back into the trailer while the carney talked to a woman. “No.”


He handed Alice
the paper plate and took off running, but he was slowed down by crowds milling
into his path. He made it up the ramp to the door, and then the carney turned
around. 


“Hey, slow
down, kid!”


“I can’t! The
idiot went back—” Jessie’s voice dried in his throat when Richard squealed.


Flinging open
the door, Jessie ran around the partition and closed a hand over his mouth. The
gorilla had a firm grip on the front of Richard’s heavy jacket, and it slammed his
head into the bars by jerking back as hard as it could. Richard’s screams faded
after the first few hits, and deep cuts began appearing in his cheeks and his
eyebrows. Blood covered his face in a slick red mask and poured from out of a
dozen smaller wounds inside his mouth. And still the gorilla kept hammering.


A man in a
brown uniform ran around Jessie and aimed a rifle. Jessie was still trying to
cover his ears when the gun went off, but it clacked instead of making a bang.
Then a tranquilizer dart struck the shoulder of the enraged ape. The gorilla
uttered a loud grunt before it let go of Richard, who didn’t react when his
wounded face struck the metal floor. The gorilla slumped over and stared at
Jessie with an expression that looked like disappointment before it closed its
eyes.


Jessie’s legs
buckled, and he barely felt his knees striking the floor. He swallowed to
prevent himself from vomiting and watched the man check Richard for a pulse.
“I-is he–?”


“He’s alive.” The
man turned around to give Jessie a look of concern. “Are you okay?”


Jessie shook
his head and thought, Why do they always ask that? It’s a stupid question.


He got up to
leave and the world became a blur. Walking down the ramp was difficult when his
legs felt weak, and he came close to stumbling into several people while he
returned to the concessions stands.


Alice was
kneeling down to dab a napkin at Eddie’s pizza sauce covered cheeks when Jessie
found them. She turned her head and gasped when she saw Jessie. 


Then she
noticed how pale he looked and her face filled with concern as she stood up.
“What happened?”


Jessie leaned
over to glare at Eddie. “What was the last thing you said to the gorilla before
we left?”


Eddie grinned
impishly. “I said, ‘the chimp is full of peanuts.’”












 


Part
Two


 


Jessie sat with his chest hunched
over his knees, staring at the ground while memories of the assault looped in
his mind. His imagination drew out the length of the attack as though the
animal trainer never showed up to save Richard, and the damage the odious boy
suffered was far more grievous. 


Without
intervention, the gorilla continued to hammer the boy against the bars until
the imaginary Richard’s face was a sticky mess of blood and mangled flesh. But
when the boy’s right eye started to drop out of the socket, Jessie shuddered
and shoved the image away. 


Seconds later,
the loop began again with Eddie leaning down to step under the barricade.


Alice’s canvas
shoes scuffed through the soil as she scooted closer to Jessie. She’d sent
Eddie back into the apartment as soon as they’d returned to the complex, and though
she’d waited for Jessie to calm down, it was obvious she wanted to talk. Knowing
she did, Jessie avoided looking up at her for the longest time because he
couldn’t speak without feeling close to throwing up.


“Hey...” Alice
waited until he looked up. “Is there something you’re hiding about your brother,
or...or yourself?”


“What do you
mean?” Jessie asked.


“Well, you...”
  Alice stared at Jessie with a troubled look in her eyes. “Before the gorilla
attacked that kid, you mentioned having a stray thought about Eddie being able
to speak gorilla. I wonder if maybe you might have a similar ability.”


Jessie
shrugged. “I don’t think I do. I didn’t understand anything of what Eddie or
the gorilla said. But I had a thought that Eddie can speak to more than just
gorillas.”


“Something
like this happened before?” Alice asked.


“No, it wasn’t
this bad. I was seven, and my mom got hooked up with...” Raising a hand to rub
the back of his neck, Jessie finally got through the list of names to the right
boyfriend. “Tom. He liked to go camping, and I’m sure my mother didn’t. We went
camping somewhere in Colorado, but I don’t remember where now. We only spent
part of the day at the campsite when my mother dragged Eddie from out of the
woods and started screaming at us to pack up everything.


“Back in the
car, Tom got mad and demanded an explanation. So my mother said she’d found Eddie
playing with two bear cubs while the mother bear watched.” Jessie lowered his
head to stare at the ground again. “I thought she was lying to get out of the
camping trip, because she said Eddie growled at the bears like he was talking
to them. Tom called her crazy, and she kept on ranting. She said the bears
answered Eddie.”


“But if he really
talked to the gorilla, your brother meant for—”


“I know,”
Jessie said.


Alice drew her
legs up and hugged her knees to her chest. “There’s something wrong with Eddie.”


Jessie’s face pulled
into a bitter scowl. “No kidding?”


“You know what
I mean. On the way home, he didn’t get upset until you said they might put the
gorilla down. He seemed happy about that kid getting hurt.”


“Yeah, but he
called Eddie a retard. I don’t know that it was all Eddie’s fault. Eddie didn’t
force him to go back and try...again.” A worried pout etched across Jessie’s
face. “But then, with the way my brother walked up to the gorilla, he was almost
daring the other kid to try it. 


“And...and now
that I think about it, there was more to the conversation before Eddie and the
gorilla shook hands.” Jessie made a disquieted laugh. “That’s crazy talk,
right? I saw him make a deal with the gorilla, and then they shook hands to
taunt the kid into going up to the cage.”


“I don’t know
what to say.” Alice dropped her head to rest her forehead on her knees. “We
can’t tell anyone about this. They wouldn’t believe us anyway.”


Jessie stared
at her with an uncertain expression. “I’m more worried about what I’ll say to
Eddie. I can’t really scold him, but I need to convince him not to do anything
like this again. If he wants an animal to talk to, I’ll ask Henry to get us a
dog.”


“A small one,”
Alice suggested.


“Yeah.” Jessie
stood and stretched out his arms. “I was thinking of a toy Chihuahua.” 


Alice got to
her feet and patted down the back of her jeans. “You don’t think he can talk to
all the animals, do you?”


“I don’t know.
This is the first time I’ve ever seen him do it. But before I ask him what
languages he knows, I need to stop him from turning into a bully.” Jessie
pulled himself up and over the fence, then dug in his coat pocket for a breath
mint. 


“I can almost
understand why he’d snap. He’s teased so often at school for being different.” Alice
held out her hand for one of the mints, and Jessie tapped one out before
stowing the box. 


“The teasing
he gets here is nothing compared to what Eddie used to put up with.” He was
going to explain further when he noticed the patrol car parked near the
entrance of the apartment building. 


Jessie and
Alice dropped their pace to a crawl when they saw the two police officers
standing in the corridor in front of Henry’s apartment.  Jessie tugged out his
keys and waved to the officers when they looked around. “Hi. I live in that
apartment. Is there a problem?”


“Yeah, there
was. We had a report of a fight, but your folks agreed to call it a night. We
were just about to leave.” The officer leaned his head over while he looked
back and forth between Alice and Jessie. “Are you okay?”


“Yes, I was
just worried you were showing up to arrest—my folks for fighting again.” Jessie
pointed at Alice. “This is my neighbor. She lives on the other side of my
parents’ room, so when I go out to get away from my folks, so does she.”


“Ah, gotcha.”
The officer offered an apologetic smile. “I think they should be done for the
night, so maybe you can get some rest. You look like you need it.”


“Yeah, I
probably do.” Jessie went to the door and opened it. He turned around to wave
to Alice. “Good night.”


Henry stood in
the living room dressed in only a pair of dark blue plaid pajama pants. Folding
his thin, suntanned arms over his pale and flabby chest, Henry’s head bobbled
from the door and back to Jessie before his expression became troubled. The
head bobbling became more animated, causing the hair combed over his bald spot
to stand up like a wavy salt and pepper crest.


As soon as the
front door was shut, Henry asked, “Where’s your brother?” 


Jessie’s mouth
fell open, and he stammered while he pointed at the hall. “H-he should be in
our room. I sent him inside as soon as we got back from—from the mall.”


“Check the
room.” Henry waved his hand toward the hall. “I might have missed him.”


Jessie walked through
the living room to the hallway which led to the two bedrooms and the main
bathroom. But Eddie wasn’t in the bedroom, and he wasn’t in the bathroom either.
Acting on a wild hunch, Jessie checked the laundry hamper, and then the dryer. Neither
were out of the realm of possible options where Eddie was likely to hide, but
both were empty.


As he shut the
dryer, Jessie’s memory started to nag at him about the point at which Eddie’s
sunny disposition faded. Alice was right, and during the bus trip back to the
apartment complex, Eddie was beaming with pride over his “victory.” 


Jessie felt repulsed
by Eddie’s smile, and he wanted to say something to wipe the grin from his
bother’s face. After trying a few variations of “That was the dumbest thing I’ve
ever seen,” Jessie switched tactics and said, “You know they’re going to put
the gorilla down for attacking someone, right?”


Which had done
the trick of course. But Jessie’s attempt at scolding only prompted his brother
to come up with a new plan, and Jessie didn’t want to imagine what Eddie would
come up with next.


Walking back
into the living room, he debated on whether to come clean with Henry or not. “Hey
Hen—Dad, you know the mall we went to?”


Henry shook
his head. “No, I can’t say that I do.”


Jessie bit his
tongue and counted to three. “There was a circus in the mall parking lot.”


Henry frowned
and raised a hand to scratch his stubble covered cheek while his drunken brown eyes
squinted in a look of deep concentration. “Is Eddie going to join them?”


Jessie’s face
froze in a look of annoyance, but he decided to nod and go with the path of
least resistance. “Yes, I think he wants to join the circus. Can you put your
shoes and a shirt on, because we need to—”


“Hey, son, I’d
like to help.” Henry shook his head quickly, which in turn caused his skinny
body to sway. “But the thing is, I’ve just polished off my third beer, and I
can’t drive without weaving.”


“Well, that’s
just great. Mandy—”


“She can’t
drive a standard.” Henry glanced back at the master bedroom door and heaved a
sigh. “God graced her with tits and little else.”


“Jeez, Dad—”
Jessie whined.


“Listen son,
I’ll give you money for bus fare to the mall, and you can take a cab back. I’ll
come out and pay them when you get home.” Henry paused to belch before he asked,
“Will that work?”


Jessie gaped
at Henry until he thought, Take the deal. That’s better than Mom would have
offered.


“Yeah, okay.
But you can’t complain if I get home late.” Jessie glanced down when Henry
opened his wallet. “Hey, can I have a couple extra dollars? While I’m at the
mall, I can pick up some acne medicine.”


“I don’t see
any acne.” Henry leaned over to peer at his son’s face. “Nah, you look fine to
me.” 


“Yes, and
that’s because I still have a few cleaning pads left,” Jessie said.


Henry sighed
and nodded before he grudgingly handed over a five-dollar bill. “You’re
bleeding me dry, boy.”


“Thank you for
the help. I’ll be back when I find Eddie.” Folding the bill around his thumb,
Jessie tucked the five in his hip pocket and walked to the door. He stopped
when Henry cleared his throat and turned around. “Yes?”


Henry held out
his arms. “How about a hug for your old man? I’m feeling kinda worried about
Eddie too, you know.”


Is he
fucking serious? The thought registered on Jessie’s face as an angry scowl,
and Henry sighed before he waved at the door. 


“Never mind.
Just go find your bother.”


Jessie shut
the door, then thumped his forehead on it. He had an urge to keep thumping
until he knocked himself out, but he turned the idea down. Henry will open
the door long before I get it right.


Next, he gave
thought to bringing Alice along for the trip, but decided she’d had enough
shocks for one night. 


He walked to
the bus stop alone and tried to figure out what his brother would do. Obviously
Eddie would be returning to the circus, but to do what? Would he try to talk
the circus staff out of putting down the gorilla? Jessie tried to imagine his
brother talking to strangers, and the idea didn’t seem very likely. But when he
thought of Eddie sneaking into an office to grab keys, it seemed even less
likely. 


A white van
pulled up to the curb and made Jessie regret his choice to walk alone the
instant he saw it slowing down. But when he found the driver staring directly
at him, his feelings of anxiety became a full blown panic.


The driver had
a pudgy, sweat covered face, and the only facial hair he had was a dark line of
fuzz above his upper lip. His forehead was broad and sloped low over green eyes
which were spread too far apart. A curly mop of dirty reddish brown hair surrounded
his head, though the front was slicked back from a recent fit of sweating.


In one glance,
Jessie knew the driver was tweaked on something, and he got up from the bus
stop bench to walk to the intersection. When the van picked up speed to catch
up to him, he started jogging.


The walk
signal and traffic light were both red, and the flow of traffic in front of
Jessie moved at a near constant pace. Jessie stopped at the corner and stabbed
the walk signal rapidly, as though thumping the button faster could hurry up
the timing of the traffic lights.


He gave only a
half second of thought to running through traffic before a bus whizzed past him.
No, I always sucked at playing Frogger.


Jessie risked
a glance sideways toward the van to look for the license plate, but he couldn’t
see it from where he was standing. The twin cargo doors in the passenger side
of the van were windowless, but Jessie had the impression that someone was
poised behind them, tensed and waiting for the chance to leap out and snatch a
child.


When Jessie’s
gaze drifted to the passenger window rolling down, the driver grinned, exposing
his broken yellowed teeth. “Hey kid, do you need a ride somewhere?”


Jessie shook
his head and made a thin lipped smile which looked more like a pained grimace. “No
thanks, I’m fine. Just going to the store for a soda before the bus shows—”


“You don’t
need the bus,” the driver said. “I can take you wherever you want to go.”


“I said no,
thank you.” 


The traffic
light changed, and the driver accelerated the van to turn the corner and cut
Jessie off. Jessie ran around the back of the van. He heard the cargo doors click
as he rounded the bumper and sprinted across the street toward the gas station.



He was in the
parking lot of the station when the van’s engine roared, and he spun his head
to check which way it went. But the sound of a much closer engine drew his
attention instead to the car pulling up to the pumps. The man inside the car
was staring over the passenger seat at the pumps instead of looking ahead to
see where he was going.


Slapping his
hand on the hood of the car to catch the driver’s attention, Jessie veered left
to avoid being hit by the bumper. He was grabbing the handle of the glass doors
into the store when the car’s tires chirped and the driver honked his horn.
Jessie had a few choice words for the driver come to mind, but he didn’t bother
slowing down until he was inside the store by the cashier. 


The door
beeped. The slack jawed cashier blinked before his gaze drifted from the 
intersection to the door hissing as it closed. Then he turned his head to stare
at Jessie with a puzzled expression. “Weren’t you just...” The cashier trailed
off while he pointed out toward the street.


Then he
noticed how much Jessie was wheezing for air and frowned with obvious concern.
“Hey, if you’re feeling sick, the bathroom is back by the ATM.”


Shaking his
head, Jessie panted for a few seconds longer before he could talk. “I gotta
quit smoking.”


The cashier
snorted and leaned over to rest his arms on the counter. “I saw that guy in the
van messing with you. Do you want me to call the cops?”


“No, I can’t
worry about a couple of perverts in a van tonight. I’ve got bigger problems to
worry about.” Jessie slowed down his panting and heaved a slow sigh to calm himself.
Noticing the cashier’s worried expression, he faked a smile. “So, I guess I’ll
be having the mango slushee and a cheese on a stick.”


The cashier
laughed and nodded. “Right away, sir.”


Jessie glanced
back at the window and saw the van had pulled back around. He waved at the
driver before turning his hand to flip a middle finger. “Hey, did you get any
new comics in?”


“No, we don’t
get ours until next week, I think.” Jessie dropped his hand before the cashier turned
around to set the slushee cup on the counter. “We only get the Archie’s and
Ninja Turtles.”


“Yeah, the
turtles will work.” Jessie picked up the cup and took a long drink from it. “If
someone is getting beaten up, my little brother will like...”


“What’s
wrong?” the cashier asked. “Did you get brain freeze?”


“No,” Jessie
said before he tapped his finger on the side of his head. “I’m having a
dreadful thought, just now.” 


“Bummer.” The
cashier rang up the purchase. “That’ll be two eighty-five, please.”


Jessie paid
for the snacks and went to stand on the curb outside the store where he could
see the bus coming and be able to run to catch it. 


He let his
mind go back to the realization that Eddie was trying to act like one of the characters
from his comic books. In their fictional world, beating people up solved just
about every problem. Basing his decisions on such flawed logic, it seemed
likely Eddie was going to somehow plan a rescue for the gorilla.


Then Jessie
couldn’t help but give in to his feelings of guilt, because he’d encouraged his
brother to read comics. He never saw the harm in buying them because he didn’t
want to admit how separated his brother was from reality.


Eddie running
around in a cape by himself was cute, but Eddie running around with a six
hundred pound gorilla was a dreadful thought. Jessie’s mind evoked a mental
image of a trail of victims lying on a sidewalk behind the ape. Each victim’s
face bore a similar mask of mutilation, and thin rivulets of blood leaking from
the victims merged into a wide stream in the gutter.


Jessie was so
lost in the morbid thought that he stopped paying attention. He didn’t notice
the shadow moving in front of his feet until a hand closed over his shoulder.
Grunting in shock, he yanked his shoulder back to pry himself free before he
looked up. Panic loosened both his hands, and then he and Alice had to
backpedal to get away from the slushee cup before it burst on the pavement.


Jessie frowned
at Alice. “What are you doing here?”


“I forgot I
was still carrying the rest of your change, so I went over to give it back. I
got enough of the story from Henry to figure out where you were heading.” Alice
stepped around the spreading ice and syrup puddle to stand beside Jessie. “I’m
sorry, I didn’t realize you were so preoccupied.”


“No, it’s
okay.” Jessie leaned over to pick up the cup and the cheese stick to carry them
to a trash bin. “I was just thinking about Eddie.”


“He is going
back to the circus to do something even worse, isn’t he?” Alice asked.


 “Yes, I think
so.” Jessie checked the intersection while he wiped his fingers against the
sides of his jeans to clean them. “If he does, you know what a ten-year-old
with a comic book fetish can do with a six hundred pound gorilla?” Alice shook
her head, and he made a humorless snort. “Whatever he wants.”


 












 


Part
Three


 


The bus was rerouted a block away
from the mall, and the auxiliary parking lot on the south side of the building was
filled with the flashing lights of patrol cars. Many of the tents and trailers
were surrounded by ribbons of yellow tape, and a tangible sense of shock hung
heavy in the air.


Jessie tried
to sort out what was happening by listening to people talking to the police,
but most of the witnesses mumbled or whispered. Jessie didn’t want to draw
attention to himself by asking what happened, or by leaning in close enough to
eavesdrop. From what few words he heard, many more animals than the gorilla
escaped. But no one spoke about seeing a little boy. 


While Jessie
and Alice searched for Eddie, they didn’t find any trails of mangled bodies
either. Certainly, people were shaken up, but no one appeared to be injured.
Jessie clung to the thought as a beacon of hope that there was still time to
stop his brother from hurting anyone else.


Jessie was
checking behind the game booths when he found the carney who’d worked the
gorilla trailer during the evening. The carney sat on the open tailgate of a
truck, sipping from a flask while he stared at the ground. He swallowed and
shook his head before his lips started moving.


But even standing
next to the man, Jessie heard nothing except incoherent mumbling. “Uh, sir?”


The carney’s drunk
eyes stared at Jessie before they unglazed and a light of recognition filled
them. “Hey kid, you should find your brother and get out of here. Didn’t you
hear? All the animals ec-scaped.” 


“No, we were
shopping at the mall and missed everything,” Alice said. “What do you mean all
of the animals escaped?”


“Well...not
all of ‘em. Just the big ones,” the carney said. “Something opened their cages.
Maybe it was the chimps, because they’re missing too. But somehow the lions,
tigers, and bears all got loose.”


Jessie closed
his eyes and grimaced. No, don’t say it.


“Oh my,” Alice
said.


Jessie sighed.
“Alice.”


“Hmm?” Alice
dropped her head to avoid his stony look. “Right, sorry.”


“But you know
what’s messed up?” the carney asked, not waiting for anyone to talk before he
answered himself. “The bears carried off Brian.”


“Who?” Alice
asked.


“The gorilla,
I mean. I call him Brian,” the carney said. He took another long drink from the
flask and scrunched his face in a look of confusion. “I can’t figure it out.
Brian...he’s loud, but he’s never attacked any of us like that. Something about
that one kid just set him off.”


“Is—is  the
gorilla going to be put down over the attack?” Jessie asked.


“What? No!”
The carney’s face filled with disgust. “That kid was provoking Brian, and we
just dosed him with a tranquilizer to calm him down.”


Jessie dropped
his head and sighed. Great, so this is my fault.


“Did you see
which way the animal parade went?” Alice asked.


The carney
shook his head and gestured back behind himself. “No, I’m afraid I was hiding
in a port-a-pisser to keep away from the bears.”


“Do you know
if the animals killed anyone?” Jessie asked.


 “No, I don’t
think so.” The carney shrugged. “But...it’s strange how all of the animals
worked together like that. They were pushing people over, forcing them to lay
down.”


“Yeah, that is
pretty strange.” Alice grabbed Jessie’s arm and started to pull him back. “Come
on, we still have to find your brother.” 


She waited
until they’d walked to the bus stop before she spoke in a low voice. “I figured
out where Eddie will go. He’s playing out a superhero fantasy, so where do all
superheroes patrol?”


Jessie was
about to say he had no clue when he realized he did know. “Downtown.”


They took the last
bus headed for Travis Park and moved all the way to the back seats so the sound
of the engine muffled their voices. 


But there was
little point. Alice asked “What are we going to do?” before they both fell silent.


Jessie’s thoughts
were so confused by then he couldn’t speak. Eddie had stolen a small army of
circus animals, and even if he hadn’t hurt anyone else, he was already risking
serious jail time if he got caught.


The quiet got
to Jessie first. “I know you think Eddie is acting messed up. But this really
isn’t his fault. About three years ago, my mother hooked up with this one guy
who didn’t like how Eddie looked. So he started treating my brother like a
punching bag.”


“Oh God.” Alice
leaned over to take Jessie’s hand.


“At first he
just made body shots. But I noticed the bruises, and Eddie wouldn’t tell me
what was going on. I didn’t get him to talk until after he had bruises on his
face.”


“You called
the police?”


Jessie frowned
at Alice, blinking back his tears before he shook his head. “I can’t remember
what happened after Eddie told me about...Luke. Yeah, it was Luke who told my
brother that he was just trying to make a man out of him by showing him how to
take punches. Eddie got hit harder if he cried or looked afraid.” Jessie
sniffled and glanced out the window to see the bus still had several more
blocks to go. “So...that’s what’s wrong with my brother.”


The bus
arrived at the park, and Jessie shuffled to the exit with his head bowed from
both grief and confusion. Once he’d acknowledged the cause of Eddie’s problems,
Jessie discovered he had a hole in his memory after learning what Luke had
done.


He was so
focused on trying to remember what happened that he didn’t notice the white van
idling  back at the intersection until the bus pulled away. 


He raised his
head to follow the bus, then winced when he spotted the van. “No! I don’t
believe it!” 


An arm clad in
a brown suede jacket emerged from the window. The pudgy driver’s head rose out
of the window while he flipped his middle finger at Jessie and laughed.


Alice glanced back
at the van, then grabbed Jessie’s hand to pull him up the two steep concrete
steps which surrounded the outer boundaries of the park. She swerved to the
right across the grass and away from the street. 


“See the
hotel?” she asked before pointing out the building on the intersection.


“Yeah,” Jessie
agreed as soon as he spotted the carpeted stairs and revolving glass door.
“Count of three?”


“Forget
counting. Just start running,” Alice said before she took off.


Jessie could
have outpaced her, but he didn’t bother trying for two reasons. The first was
that the van would have to make a wide three block turn to reach the street in
front of the Saint Anthony hotel.


But the second
was that he was enjoying watching Alice run in tight jeans.


Focus! he
scolded himself and glanced over his shoulder to check for the van. 


Sure enough,
it was pulling around the street in an attempt to cut he and Alice off from
their chosen escape path. Then Jessie started to speed up, and he took hold of Alice’s
wrist to pull her along behind him. He stopped just inside the revolving doors,
but Alice couldn’t slow down for some reason. 


She uttered a
half a warning, “Look—” before she crashed into Jessie’s back and slammed him
face first into the metal frame of the door. Jessie briefly saw stars, and then
his vision went black. 


Jessie opened
his eyes, and he was back in his old bedroom in Dallas. Eddie sat in front of
Jessie while he tried to make apologies for Luke. “It’s okay, Jessie. He’s just
trying to toughen me up.”


Jessie walked
out of the bedroom and into the living room without a word, his eyes locking on
the couch where Luke laid back to watch TV. 


Luke saw
Jessie and knew from his glare what was coming. But he was only able to sit up
before Jessie covered the distance to the couch. Jessie slung a wide right
punch that caught Luke on the side of his jaw, and the man’s eyes glazed over.
He threw a left punch, and Luke’s nose exploded.


Jessie felt a
dull thump and turned around, his gaze moving back and forth between his
mother’s frightened expression and the broken lamp in her hand.


Then his
vision blurred without warning, and next thing Jessie was aware of was water
being splashed over his face. He opened his eyes and tried to sit up quickly,
but vertigo caused him to slow down. 


He pressed a
hand to the side of his head. “O-oh, what happened?”


The hotel
concierge who stood over Jessie held out a wrinkled hand to help him stand up.
“Well as near as I can figure, you and your girlfriend were in such a hurry to
rent a room, you ran face first into the frame.”


The old man
smiled and patted Jessie’s shoulder. “I thought there was a gunshot going off
until I saw you sliding down the glass. Are you all right?”


“No. I’ve got
a nasty headache, and I think my vision is blurring in my right eye.” Jessie
held his hand over his left eye and looked around. He saw Alice walking back
through the lobby with something in her hand, but his vision was too blurred to
see what it was. Dropping his hand, Jessie winked his right eye to see more
clearly. 


By then Alice
was close enough to pass him the package of ibuprofen. “I’m sorry about your
eye.”


Jessie tore
open the package and dry swallowed the pills. “Have I got a shiner, or a full black
eye?”


“Oh, it’s not
black yet, but it will be,” the concierge said. “Your girlfriend told me about
the van, so I went outside and had a peek. But I didn’t see them anywhere.”


“Yeah, there’s
a shocker,” Jessie said. “I’d love to wait here and make sure, but we don’t
have time. Thanks for the water in the face, by the way.”


“Eh, sorry about
that,” the concierge said. “It was the only thing I could—”


“No, it’s okay,
you woke me up from a lousy nightmare. I don’t have time to lay around right
now, and...” Jessie backed away toward the exit and offered the old man a wave.
“And I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t call the police. Thanks again.”


Jessie walked
two full blocks before he noticed Alice staring at him with a perplexed
expression. He wondered how bad the bruising around his eye was, and he stopped
by an office window to check his reflection under the lights.


The final
bruise was going to be huge. Already swirls of red and purple covered the skin
under his eye, and part of his cheek was swollen. But in addition to the black
eye, there was a rising knot on his forehead as well. 


“Oh, that’s
just swell.” Jessie tried to brush his bangs over his eye.


Alice tapped
his shoulder. “I couldn’t ask around that old man, but how the hell did you do
that?”


“Do what?”


“Jessie, you
ran so fast you pulled me off my feet. I tried to get my legs back under me
when you stopped, but I couldn’t.” Jessie started walking again, his mouth
twitching in a thin line of worry.


“Hey, talk to
me, please,” Alice said. “How did you run that fast?”


“I don’t know,
  Alice. I don’t understand it any more than I know why my little brother can
talk to animals.”


“But still...you
had to have noticed there was something different about yourself.”


“No I didn’t.”
Jessie stuffed his hands into the pockets of his jacket. “It’s not like I spend
a lot of time running to test how fast I am.”


“Maybe
something happened before, and you’re just blocking it out?”


“No, there’s...”
Jessie’s frown tightened. “When I hit my head, I’m not sure if I jogged loose
an old memory, or if I had a dream.”


Alice listened
to him describing the fight, and to his relief, she didn’t ask questions once
he’d finished. Lapsing back into his thoughts, Jessie found himself thinking
about the days following Luke’s sudden absence from the apartment. His mother
told Jessie that he’d suffered from a sudden fever, which was why he’d been bed
ridden for several days.


Then all of
his problems during the following months made sense. He’d had trouble
concentrating or being able to read, and people agitated him by talking too
quickly or too loudly. Keeping track of numbers or working math became a
mystery overnight, though he’d slowly recovered his faculties after a few
months.


Jessie still
wanted to think he’d had a dream, because he preferred believing his brains had
been scrambled by a fever instead of a concussion. But the evidence of the
memory carried more weight the longer he thought about the lamp. Because after
his “fever,” it was gone from the end table in the living room.


While Jessie wandered
through his memories, Alice continued coming up with places to search for
Eddie. They cut a zigzagging path through downtown, checking around alleys and
parking garages. They’d ruled out all of the locked office buildings, as well
as any open buildings staffed with security guards. 


They spent
almost an hour searching before Alice spotted the van at an intersection two
blocks away. She grabbed Jessie’s sleeve to pull him into a recessed door. The lights
at the intersection changed, and the driver turned the van the opposite way. 


Alice gasped
in relief. “I don’t think they saw us.” Stepping out from the door, she frowned
at  Jessie. “Are you sure you didn’t rip these guys off before? They seem to be
fixated on you.”


Jessie
shrugged his shoulders. “I might have made the driver angry when I flipped him
off.”


“I guess he
took it personally.” Alice was glancing back to check the van’s progress when
she noticed something moving across the street. “Jessie.”


His gaze
followed her finger to the third floor of the parking garage across the street,
and then he saw the bear. “Oh thank goodness,” he said and cupped his hands
around his mouth. “Hey Eddie! Are you in there?”


Eddie stood up
from behind the barrier on the first floor. He climbed up onto the concrete
wall and waved at Jessie. “Get in here, quick!”


Alice sighed
while she stepped off the curb. “There’s no trail of bodies yet, so we’ve
lucked out so far.” She glanced at Jessie’s scowl and cringed. “What? What did
I say?”


“Alice, that’s
like inviting something bad to happen. You might as well say, ‘so far so
good.’” Jessie dipped under the swing-arm garage barricade while he talked. “Do
you even read comic books to know how this works?”


“I’ve read a
few,” Alice said. “I’ve read enough to know you’re the hero, and I’m the
sidekick.”


“Did you sniff
glue or something? We’re not superheroes.”


Alice smirked
at him and shook her head. “I didn’t say I was. I’m just the sidekick. You’re
the superhero.”


“That’s just ridiculous.”
Jessie watched Alice’s lips part in a grin, and he shook his head. “Besides, if
I was the hero, that would make—”


“That would
make me the villain,” Eddie said. 


Jessie’s head
spun to where his brother sat on the pavement. Eddie rested back against a
tiger, but none of the other animals were in sight. 


The cold smile
didn’t fit Eddie’s face at all, and the gleam of malice coming from his eyes
felt wrong. But perhaps it was just harder to take Eddie seriously when he had the
letters A.S.S. spray painted on the front of his jacket. The letters
were drawn crudely, as though Eddie had written them while he still wore the
jacket


Jessie pointed
to the logo. “What does that stand for?”


“Animal
Soothe-Sayer,” Eddie replied.


Jessie smiled
and nodded. “Did it take you long to think of that?”


Eddie giggled.
“Yeah, like two whole hours.”


“Bro, whatever
ideas you’ve got in mind, please drop them.” Jessie waved toward the tiger.
“That’s not your pet, and you can’t take him home with you. And you know Henry
is going to be pissed over you ruining your jacket.”


“I’m not going
home,” Eddie said. He sat up and turned his head to growl at the tiger, who
slunk away into the shadows. “We’ve got no reason to go home.”


“Uh, yes we
do, Eddie. You’re ten, I’m thirteen, and this is the real world. We’re
property, and we don’t get to decide what happens to us until we’re eighteen.”


“Says who?”
Eddie challenged.


“Everyone,
okay? Ask any adult where you should go, and they’ll tell you to go back home.”


“I’m not
asking an adult, Jessie. I’m asking you.” Eddie got to his feet and pouted as
he walked to stand in front of his brother. “You can make all kinds of money
with your scams, and we can—”


“Whoa, I make chump
change on my scams. Even if I made a lot more, I wouldn’t make enough to pay
for all of your new pets to eat. Besides that, where are we going to live? You
think anyone is going to let us rent an apartment?” He made a snort. “Forget
that, just imagine how much they’d ask for the pet deposit.”


“Well...maybe
they might let us rent a loft downtown,” Eddie whined.


“No, they
won’t. Bro, listen. If you get caught with these animals, you’re not going to
be called a villain. You’re just a thief. You know that, right?”


Eddie shuffled
his feet and nodded. “I guess.”


“I talked to someone
at the circus, and it turns out I was wrong. The gorilla wasn’t going to be put
down, so there’s no need to hide him. You can’t hide him here anyway. As soon
as the sun rises, people will start filling in here to park their cars. They’ll
find you here with the animals and call the cops. Then somebody will get hurt,
or the cops might panic and start shooting the animals. Do you want that,
Eddie?”


“No.” Eddie
sighed and nodded again. “All right, I’ll send them back home.”


Jessie smiled
at his brother. “You’re doing the right thing, really.”


His smile
melted when he heard the hum of an approaching engine. Turning to look back
over his shoulder, he saw the van pull up to the swing-arm barricade. 


“Who is that?”
Eddie asked.


“Bad guys.”
Jessie grabbed Eddie’s arm and started to run. “Those are the real bad guys.”


Eddie yanked
his arm away and smiled. “Hey, why didn’t you say so?”


He tilted his
head back and made a loud ear piercing shriek that forced Jessie and Alice to
clamp their hands over their ears.


The van drove
into the garage and pulled to a stop. Then the side doors opened, and the
driver’s accomplice got out of the back while the driver walked around to the
front of the van. 


The man who
emerged out of the cargo doors was bulky, and he was hairy everywhere except
for his face and head. Black hair jutted out from under the collar of his
sleeveless white shirt and the coarse hair on his arms almost hid his pasty
white skin.


The man’s head
was not protected by hair, and it showed in his deep red complexion. His
sunburn would have made him look comical if not for the leering smile he wore.
But he was also tall and almost as bulky as a gorilla. 


Just like the
driver, he was sweating, and his jaw bulged while he ground his teeth.


The chubby
driver leaned on the hood, sneering at all three kids. “Screaming won’t do any
good at this time of night. Joe?”


The other man
dug into his back pocket and took out a knife, flicking the thick blade open
before he started advancing on Eddie.


The snarl of a
tiger caused everyone to freeze. The men turned around, both of them noticing
the three hundred pound cat for the first time.


“Larry?” Joe
squeaked.


“Get in the
van,” Larry said before he started backing up.


Joe did, then
turned around and froze when he noticed the bear behind the van. “Uh, Larry?”
He pointed to the bear, but Larry noticed the gorilla loping toward the van
first.


Both men moved
closer to each other near the passenger door of the van while more and more
animals arrive. All told, the ring was comprised of two lions, six tigers, and four
bears.


Surrounded by the
animals, Larry decided to pull a gun. Jessie saw him lower the revolver to aim
it at the gorilla.


No.


The thought
pushed Jessie to rush Larry and grip the man’s wrist. He shoved Larry’s arm up
before the gun fired, and the shot clanged as it struck a pipe mounted in the
ceiling. The bullet ricocheted twice before it struck the roof of the van. 


Then the
animals panicked, and the air was filled with frightened growls and snarls
while the animals darted in random directions.


Though Jessie
had an advantage of speed, Larry was still stronger. Recovering from his
initial shock, Larry brought his arm up across his shoulder, then swung out to
hurl Jessie to the ground.


Jessie rolled
onto his back and started into the barrel of the revolver. But the shot never
came because Larry’s attention wandered to Eddie’s growls instead. Seconds
later, Joe seemed to notice who was controlling the animals as well. The men exchanged
a glance before Larry nodded, and they both rushed Eddie at the same time.


Jessie lashed a
leg out to trip Larry, then crawled over Larry’s back to pin the man and
attempt to twist the gun out of his hand.


Eddie started
to screech, his voice louder and higher in pitch than it had been when he’d
first summoned the animals. Jessie fought the urge to give up the fight for the
gun and cover his ears. 


Larry’s arms
strained to aim the revolver at Eddie, and even using both hands, Jessie couldn’t
stop the man’s slow progress. Growing desperate, Jessie kicked off of the
ground, and then let himself drop to drive his knee into Larry’s lower back.


Larry grunted,
and his arm loosened. But once Jessie folded Larry’s arm back, the man’s fat
finger closed over the trigger, and the gun went off.


Under the loud
ringing sounds in his ears, Jessie heard another ricochet followed by a growl
and a thump. He started to look back to see what got hit when he noticed Alice
running toward him. He wanted to shout at her to run away, but before he could,
she slung a short kick aimed at Larry’s wrist.


The revolver
flew from Larry’s hand before he tried to roll back over Jessie. Jessie got to
his feet and staggered away from Larry, then turned to check on Eddie when his
shrieking stopped abruptly. Jessie’s heart almost froze at the same time, and
he expected to find Joe standing over Eddie’s body.


But Joe was
still kneeling on the ground while he tried to recover from the shriek. Eddie
stopped screaming because he’d been distracted by something that made him pout.
Jessie spun his head to follow Eddie’s gaze, and in the shadows, he saw a thick
body crumpled on the ground. The gorilla had been hit by the stray bullet.


When Jessie
turned to check on Eddie again, Joe was standing right behind the boy with his
knife poised for a strike. Jessie leapt at his brother and shoved Eddie aside
as the blade swung down, and then he stepped over to avoid getting stabbed in
the shoulder.


Joe spun on
his heel to face Jessie, but his expression was full of confusion rather than
anger. Jessie watched him for perhaps half a second before deciding to take
advantage of a free shot. He kicked and caught the middle of Joe’s crotch with
the point of his hiking boot. 


Joe whimpered,
dropping the knife while his eyes bulged. He made three backward steps in an
attempt at recovering, then he toppled over and slammed the back of his head on
the pavement.


Jessie looked
back and forth between the men, and then at Alice and Eddie. While she gaped at
him with a wide open mouth, Eddie was beaming with a look of pride.


“What are
you?” Larry asked, his feet shuffling as he took another step away from Jessie.


Jessie turned
to smile at the man and folded his arms over his chest. “I’m late for bed, and
I’m cranky. What else do you need to know?”


The chimpanzees
showed up to fling poop at Larry, who ran away sputtering and choking on fecal
fumes.


The gorilla
was wounded, but breathing. Although Eddie wanted to visit a vet first, Jessie
convinced him to let the bears carry the gorilla back to the circus. The
gorilla getting wounded also convinced Eddie that he wasn’t really a superhero.
The look of remorse on his dirty face was matched by equal measures of anguish
and guilt in his eyes. And for once, the expression fit.


But the real
miracle came when Eddie started to cry for Brian. Jessie didn’t try to comfort
his brother or ask him to stop crying. To him, it was a sign that Eddie was
returning to his senses and reconnecting with reality. 


Eddie held a
powwow with the animals to send them on their way. Then Jessie led the way to
find a payphone and call for a cab. 


And then he
spent the entire trip back to the apartment lecturing Eddie on being more
responsible. To Jessie, the speech felt hollow. After all, he was a low-level
con artist, and telling his brother to behave felt very hypocritical to him.
But Jessie didn’t see that he had much choice. There was a big difference
between begging for change and stealing other people’s animals.


Henry paid for
the cab, just like he promised. He grilled Jessie about the bruise on his eye, but
he quickly let the subject go after Jessie told an edited version of the truth:
while running from a pair of strangers in a van, he smacked himself into a
door. Henry went to check on Eddie in the bedroom, and then he noticed the
condition of Eddie’s jacket.


At the first
signs of the lecture coming, Jessie chose to walk Alice back to her apartment. He
almost wanted to ask if he could hang out longer to avoid hearing Henry gripe,
but a check of the wall clock on his way out of the living room told him it was
way past everyone’s normal bedtime. He could also admit that Eddie had a very
long lecture coming, and for a lot more than just messing up his jacket.


But even so,
the lecture wasn’t meant for him. So Jessie walked slowly down the hall to
avoid as much of it as possible. Alice stayed in step with him.


“Thanks for
coming with tonight,” Jessie said.


Alice laughed.
“Aside from almost getting snatched by  perverts, it wasn’t too bad.”


Jessie sighed.
“It wasn’t fun, Alice. One kid ended up in the hospital over it, and the
gorilla got shot.”


“Yeah, but it
could have been much worse,” Alice said. “We got lucky and found your brother
before the cops did.”


“Yeah, true,”
Jessie conceded.


“You did a
good job with how you talked your brother into going back home without arguing.”
  Alice made a weak smile. “It must kill you to ask him to come back home to
those people.”


Jessie
shrugged. “Yeah, but what else have we got? Besides, if I let Eddie talk me
into running away, I wouldn’t...” Jessie coughed to clear his throat, but his
voice still came out lower as he said, “I wouldn’t get to see you again.”


Alice’s smile
warmed as she opened the door to her apartment. She stopped and turned around
to peck a kiss on Jessie’s cheek. “Good night, Jessie.”


“G’night, Alice,”
he mumbled, still staring at the door after she’d closed and locked it. He
uttered a soft laugh and turned to walk back to his apartment. Okay, so it
wasn’t a bad night after all.


 


The End
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