
BOOK ONE 

Wake Up Call 

(Present day) 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

I’ve had to decide between having a code and doing what’s right, or just getting by any way 

possible no matter what. Choices—not as straightforward as you might think. Take, for example, 

when I was thirteen; I learned that I could fly. Not as cool as it sounds. It was a one-time thing, 

not truly flying and if I had a choice, I would wish that it had never happened. I’ll get into that 

later. Although it isn’t really the beginning of my adventures, there is one day, in particular, where 

all the pieces of my life came together or fell apart, depending on how you look at it. It all hinged 

on the simple pull of a string, and a choice. 

Things in my life haven’t been, how to put it, normal for years. When stuff gets weird, and 

pretty much stays that way, normal takes on a different perspective I guess. On a school day 

during my freshman year in high school, when I’d adapted and built my own personal version of 

life, I got the proverbial wake-up call and it reminded me that I am not the master of my 

universe and that there are other things in the big bad world that roll on no matter the cost to 

others. 

I was in my favorite place to hang out and just daydreaming while watching a man who I 

thought I knew. I started wondering how he had gotten to be who he was. I mean, I’ve often 

wondered what it would feel like to get old, like him. What would I look like? What would I be 

when I got old? I mean old, but not all jacked up. You hear a lot of old folks bitching about 

getting old; pills, aches, pains, money and not having enough of it. 

I’m talking about old and reasonably healthy, and independently wealthy, because food 

stamps and possibly being poor enough that I would have to consider eating pet food would be 

totally gross. Maddy would probably eat pet food on a dare. She wouldn’t like it, but she’s really 

stubborn and would do it just to prove she wasn’t afraid. 

Maddy’s my best friend. A guy couldn’t ask for a better friend because that would be so rude. 

My other friend is Baffle, boy genius (I’m not kidding), social klutz and nerd extraordinaire. He 

was the first friend I made in my new life, and we’ve been through a lot together. 

So, back to the getting old thing. I always ask myself that question when I visit Goodturn’s 

pawnshop. That’s the owner’s real name, Goodturn. It seems like he should have gotten into 

something else: handyman, traffic cop, driving instructor or even a priest. 

Mr. Goodturn is ancient, not really, but close, and short, really short. Like “don’t-call-me-a-

dwarf” short, which, all things considered, is probably only an inch or two taller than a legit little 

person is. He wears glasses that had to have been cut from the bottom of Coke bottles because 

no one would pay good money for glasses that thick and that ugly. He’s a little chubby and wears 

old man type clothes, baggy pants, not gangster baggy but dress pants baggy, suspenders and a 

V-neck wife-beater. He doesn’t have much hair left, but what does still ring his noggin and grows 

out of his ears is red. So, he’s probably like sixty or seventy, which is pretty old, and close to 

ancient. 

The shop is cool and so is he. He lets me browse and doesn’t mind that I never buy 



anything—almost never. He’s chill about Maddy and Baffle too, as long as Baff doesn’t break 

anything, and he almost never does. Anyway, Mr. Goodturn is what I think old should be. He’s 

not cranky, and he treats everyone with respect. He owns his own business and his business is 

old stuff. No weapons though, no guns, no knives, swords, nunchuks, whips or military antiques. 

I asked once why he didn’t sell guns. He said, “It attracts the wrong element.” 

So, he isn’t dumb either, and come to find out, there is more to him than meets the eye, a lot 

more. 

The shop is in a crappy part of town and that isn’t good. Goodturn’s has been burgled and 

held up a bunch of times. But the strange thing about that is that he’s never been hurt, there’s 

only been minimal damage and nothing has ever been stolen. I asked Mr. Goodturn how that 

was possible, the law of averages and all, and he said, “Good security.” I’ve looked for the 

cameras. They must be hidden really well. 

I’m personally glad that he hasn’t relocated to a different part of town because that would 

make it harder for me to hang out in his shop. 

I live one building over, and I’m kind of slow. Slow moving I mean, not brain-wise. I’m 

actually pretty smart, although Maddy insists that she’s smarter. She might be. The fact that we 

attend different schools makes it hard to debate, and it would be kind of a drag if she were 

smarter than I am, because Baffle is easily the smartest one in our little band of geeks, and that 

would make me…the special one? 

So, on this particular day, during what was at the time my fourteenth year on the planet, I 

had been doing a lazy stroll through the shop. There is always something new, as in “old” new, 

and I like to look through the vintage books and records. That never gets old. 

That’s a joke. 

Mr. Goodturn was doing some tinkering with an old-fashioned piggy bank made of lead, 

depicting a bear and a gun. You load a coin in a slot on the top of the gun. When you pull the 

trigger, the bear’s mouth drops open and the gun fires the coin into the bear’s mouth. Maybe 

that’s why most kids have trouble saving money. They need an avaricious bear and a handgun. 

Okay, maybe not. 

Without looking up, Mr. G said, “Where’re Maddy and your other friend, Benny?” 

“In back, by the forty-fives.” 

“You told him not to handle them too much right?” 

That would be him referring to Baffle, who was not only socially clumsy but was also 

extremely uncoordinated in all three dimensions. “Yeah. He knows the rules Mr. Goodturn.” 

“Good enough. Thank you.” Then he went back to working his magic on the old coin bank. 

The glass case he uses as a workbench has some of the best stuff in the shop in it. It’s all out 

of hock and can be sold for profit. I’ve had my eye on a particular piece in that case for a while. 

When my possessive gaze traveled to the little black velvet pillow where that special treasure had 

rested for months, I was more than a little upset that it was gone. My underwear was completely 

wrapped around my axle. I started to ask Mr. Goodturn who the hell told him he could sell it 

without asking me first when the bell at the front door did its little happy dance. 

There’s a rule almost as important as “Don’t break stuff” in Mr. Goodturn’s shop. It’s: 



“When a customer comes in, you and your friends need to be quiet.” 

So, I faded into the aisles out of sight and waited for the paying customer, if he really was 

paying, to get his business done and then get the heck out. 

What little I could see of him through the shelves, the customer looked different from most 

and not in a good way. He was tall and big, kinda fat but also tough looking. His down jacket 

was so dirty it looked black, but I was pretty sure it had been blue at one point, kind of smelly 

too, not just B.O. but also a sort of rotten meat smell and stale cigarette smoke. The earlier 

thoughts about pet food did not mix well with the new aroma that had wafted in. 

He walked by and I could see his pants and boots through the junk on the shelves between 

the front counter and me. The old jeans he was wearing probably hadn’t been for a spin in a 

washer in a month of Sundays. The boots had so much dried muck caked onto them that I 

couldn’t tell what they looked like when they were new. So, then I got worried because I highly 

doubted that this was a paying customer, more like a “give-me-your-money,” cash withdrawal 

type of customer. 

Large and greasy lumbered up to the counter and Mr. G asked him what he could do for 

him. Seems like an ironic question in retrospect. 

“You know why I’m here. You can shut your yap and empty the register while you’re at it 

gramps,” said big and smelly. 

“Sorry son. Can’t do it.” 

“Shut your hole. Open that till and bring it to me!” yelled Meat Stink. 

“You’re not listening, son. You’re not getting what you came in here for and you’re not 

getting the money either. Turn your sorry butt around and toddle on back where you came from 

and we can both pretend you didn’t come in here.” 

I couldn’t see the gun, but I heard the chamber being worked and bad-breath-boot-wearing-

badass screamed at Mr. G. I didn’t really hear any distinct words, just yelling. I’m sure he said 

something clever, but I was a little freaked so I didn’t take the time to commit anything to 

memory. 

Then there was no noise: No more witty repartee, no gunshot, no yelling. Maybe a little 

gurgling sound that I couldn’t place. I waited a few minutes and then decided to sneak around 

the shelves and take a peek at what was happening. 

When I did, I was aware that Maddy and Baffle had snuck up beside me and were peeking as 

well. All three of us drew in our collective breaths. There was something seriously whacked 

going on. Big and, now easy to see, ugly was rooted to the spot. Not frozen like in the movies 

when something weird happens, he was breathing. I could see his chest moving. His eyes were 

bugging out, and the veins in his neck were popping out too, as if he was straining to open a jar 

of pickles and his life depended on it. He was also pointing a huge handgun at Mr. G. 

Mr. G was standing in front of the guy, which looked pretty comical, like a miniature bulldog 

staring up at a mangy Saint Bernard. He was slowly prying the guy’s fingers away from the gun. 

He was really careful; a lot like when he worked on stuff that needed to be repaired before it 

could be sold. He had the pinky and the finger next to it bent loose, and he was working on the 

middle finger. 



Not bothering to look in our direction, Mr. G. said, “Don’t you young people make any 

noise or distract me.” 

While we held our breath, Mr. G continued to peel back digits until the gun was liberated. 

Stepping back, he popped the clip out of the handle, worked the slide and shook his head. 

“One in the chamber. Could’ve been bad.” 

Walking back behind the counter, he unlocked a drawer using one of the keys on his huge 

key ring that hung on his pants, opened the drawer, carefully placed the gun, magazine and single 

bullet into it and gently pushed it shut, as though shutting it too hard might make the gun 

reassemble itself, load and discharge. After locking the drawer, he walked back to the man, who 

by this time had started to shake a little. Small bubbles of spit were collecting at the corners of 

his mouth and his eyes were tearing heavily. 

Mr. G grabbed a handful of his jacket and gently drew him into a bent position. He leaned 

close and whispered something in his ear that I couldn’t make out and then turned to me. 

“Benny, I need your help. Would you mind watching over the store while I take this man for 

a walk?” 

“How am I supposed to help your customers? I don’t know where anything is.” 

“I’ll hang up the “Closed” sign. I’ll only be a few minutes.” 

I looked back at Maddy and she just shrugged. Baffle stood there with his mouth hanging 

open. 

“Sure. Okay,” I said. 

Mr. G gently pushed the big dude back into a sort of straight posture and took his hand. He 

looked back at me and smiled before he headed to the door towing his shuffling, smelly caboose 

behind him. They looked like an elderly father leading his mentally disabled adult son. When he 

got to the door, he flipped the sign around so that it read “Closed” and headed on out. 

“Geez,” breathed Baffle. 

“Oh, puh-leeze! Is that the best you can do? What the hell is going on Benny? What 

happened to that guy? Have you seen that happen before? Is it like your…stuff?” Maddy asked, 

her pert nose screwed up as if she had just smelled something bad. 

“Uh, nah.” Me of the eloquent wit and lyrical vocab. 

“OMG! You two!” she said as she hustled to the door. She opened it and leaned out using 

the door handle as a tether. We watched her hang like that for a while. 

“Close it Maddy. What if someone tries to come in?” I said in a whisper. Like who was 

gonna hear me? 

She rewarded me with a condescending look, an eye roll and then stuck her tongue out and 

sent a loud wet raspberry in our direction. She’s a multi-tasker that one. 

Baffle and I were getting nervous while she was hanging there and were about to sidle up 

and have a look ourselves when she leaned back into the store. 

“What’d you see?” asked Baffle. 

“Nunya.” 

“Huh? Nunya what?” 

“Nunya business!” She dissolved into a bunch of giggles, pointing at Baffle’s wounded 



expression. She played it off as a joke, but I could tell that she was a little spooked by what she 

had seen. I’d have to pry that out of her later. 

“That’s so funny,” growled Baffle. 

“No, you’re funny,” laughed Maddy. 

“No, you’re—” Baffle’s no doubt withering retort was cut off by the sound of the bell 

jangling nervously at the front of the shop. 

Mr. G walked in, started to reverse the sign, thought again and left it in place the way it was. 

One of his ropey-veined hands flipped the deadbolt and the other pulled the chain on the 

“Open” sign. The neon extinguished immediately and the storefront was noticeably darker. 

Turning to us, he said, “So, let’s have a chat. Shall we?” 

None of the three of us had a quick response to that. We just checked off on each other and 

watched him walk over to us. I couldn’t tell if it was my imagination, but he seemed a little sad. 

“Well?” He peered up at us over the tops of his glasses because even though we were all just 

kids he’s a half a head shorter than I am. 

I was the first one to remember how to talk. “Um, sure.” 

“Okay. How much did the three of you see?” 

“See what?” Maddy quipped. “I didn’t see anything.” 

Baffle followed her lead, “Yeah. The big dude? What was so special about him?” 

“Ah, that’s encouraging. I know how smart you three are and I know you saw more than my 

recently vacated non-customer; but if you think you can consistently forget any other details I 

might be able to open for business tomorrow without any new worries.” He smiled and cocked 

his head to one side looking, for all the world, like one of Santa’s helpers. 

“What new worries would you be…um…worried about?” I asked. Out of the corner of my 

eye, I saw Maddy rolling her eyes and shaking her head at my word choice. 

“Concerned parents for one. Law enforcement for another. I’d rather avoid both, given the 

choice.” 

“How could we say anything that would attract attention, when we didn’t see anything that 

would attract attention?” offered Maddy. “Besides, I already have a hard enough time getting my 

uncle to be okay with me coming to this part of tow…this far from home.” Maddy grimaced and 

shook her head, annoyed at herself for almost dissing Mr. G’s business and its location. 

Rocking back on his heels, Mr. G engaged in a chortle. I swear, a chortle. A way-back-in-the-

throat, rattling tenor-toned chortle. It’s one of many qualities about him that cause my musings 

on old age and what that would look like for me. Mr. G is just so comfortable in his own skin. 

“Well, now that puts me at ease—a bit. I’ve decided to close early today. I’m sure you all 

noticed. Would you two be terribly insulted if I hinted that I needed to speak to Benjamin in 

private before I close everything up and head home?” He looked warmly but pointedly at Maddy 

and Baffle. Heading home and “closing up” were kind of funny. Mr. G owned the building his 

pawnshop was located in and lived upstairs; I had also witnessed the uncomplicated five-minute 

closing procedures of the shop several times. If he was casting caution to the winds and I was in 

the shop, he would let me pull the chain on the neon sign. 

Maddy shrugged, “Whatevs. My ‘rents want me home before dinner anyway.” 



“Yeah. I have homework and there’s an episode of Firefly on tonight too. I need to rejoin 

the utopian microcosm that is my life,” Baffle chirped. Three inside jokes there: homework 

would take him thirty minutes tops if he really had any, he had seen all fifteen episodes of Firefly 

at least twenty times and his over-protective psychiatrist parents hadn’t created a home life he 

was in any hurry to get back to. He was just in a hurry to beat feet. Baff was smart but not the 

most stouthearted of our little group. The foiled holdup and strange circumstances we had all 

witnessed probably triggered a need to void his bladder. 

Nodding his appreciation, Mr. G went about the brief routine of shutting down for the night 

and my friends motored for the front of the shop. 

“See ya later Benny,” Maddy sang as she flipped open the deadbolt and hit the door. 

“Yeah, ‘morrow,” Baffle mumbled. I sincerely hoped he would keep his mouth shut. Almost 

a lock, but his parents were worrywarts and might pick up on his preoccupation. The only reason 

they allowed him to hang out with Maddy and me was because they thought it was good for his 

“socialization.” Translation from practicing-psychiatrist-parent-speak: Baff didn’t have any 

friends besides us. 

The door clicked shut and the bell gave an end of the day mournful little jingle. Mr. G 

trotted over, relocked it and turned to me. 

“So, Mr. Benjamin Brown. Now that we have the environs to ourselves we need to discuss 

the inevitable and slightly sad (I knew I hadn’t imagined it) evolution of our relationship.” 

“I should be getting home soon too Mr. G. Are you mad because we were in here when that 

guy showed up?” I said nervously. 

“Benjamin, Benjamin, Benjamin. We know each other better than that. Of course, I’m not 

angry, with you or your friends.… Although, the stout one you call…” 

“Baffle.” 

“Yes, thank you. Well, I trust your good judgment that he’ll keep today’s events to himself.” 

“I’m sure he will. He’s pretty good at keeping secrets.” Baffle’s intelligence didn’t make him 

quick witted, but he knew how to keep a secret. He knew things about me that I didn’t trust 

many people with knowing. 

“So, that leaves you and me. Let’s sit down and have a chat.” 

He chucked his chin in the direction of his office so I walked behind the counter and 

followed him into his office. His short legs and round body caused him to sway back and forth 

in a choppy gait. 

Mr. Goodturn’s office is a delight for the eyes, to me and my way of thinking anyway. A 

large window looks out onto the shop so he can keep an eye on the customers when he needs to 

be in the back for a moment. The customer side of the window is a mirror, but the other is a 

slightly smoky tinted window. Above the window is an artfully stuffed hawk, wings spread and 

head cocked in such a way as to appear to be watching over the shop through the one-way 

mirror. 

In the back corner of the office is a dark roll top desk that contains multiple cubbies for 

storing all sorts of interesting bits and pieces. The walls are lined with shelves from floor to 

ceiling and are crammed with gizmos, classic toys, vintage sculptures of comic book characters 



and superheroes, books, rocks of every shape, size and color, coins in plastic, crystals and so 

many other items that they defy categorization. 

Hopping into his antique wooden desk chair, he motioned me to the only other seat in the 

office: an old metal folding chair that has so many fine dents and scratches in it that it almost 

passed for art—almost. It was uncomfortable as hell. 

He spun his chair so that he was facing me and peered at me through his ridiculously thick 

glasses. 

“Benjamin, can I take you into my confidence today?” 

“Sure.” 

“I want to share something with you that only a few people know about. And I want to let 

you in on something I know about you as well.” 

“Okay.” That sounded cryptic, but my nerves had settled down and I was trying to get 

comfortable on the chair. 

“I know you and your pals saw what happened to the man who tried to hold me up. It’s 

okay. There was no helping it. His ah…arrested state was my doing.” 

“You?” 

“Yes. You see, although they manifest in different ways, you and I have what I call knacks.” 

A rollercoaster was ripping along for a spin through my insides. I knew I was different, but I 

had harbored an apparently inaccurate delusion that only two other people knew about it. 

Nodding at my obvious discomfort, he continued. “You’re safe here Benjamin. Your secret 

is safe with me and I want to make sure mine is safe with you. I’ve watched you in the shop.” He 

nodded toward the two-way mirror. “Your show on the street, and the parks too, from what I 

hear, and I think that’s harmless, but risky. My talents are not as subtle as yours, but I’m much 

more circumspect about displaying them.” 

I decided that keeping my mouth shut and limiting my potential stupidity to head 

movements was the safest course. So I nodded and swallowed the bile that was attempting to 

bubble up in the back of my throat. 

“The best way to describe it is that I can slow things down. The closer I am, the better it 

works and the smaller the scope, the more control. I need as much quiet and as few distractions 

as possible or my knack will “slip” a little until I “set” it. Start to break down. If I’m using it to 

repair something, that isn’t a big problem. If I’m employing it with something more dynamic like 

today, it could be disastrous. But, I don’t use it that way very often.” 

“So you “slowed” that guy? What happened when you took him outside? For a walk?” 

He ignored my second question. “So, that knack is subtle. I’ve used it to benefit my business, 

and I try never to use it in a way that will hurt anyone. But I’ve had years of practice, and I 

typically use it in a controlled environment, pretty much just here in my shop.” 

I’ve been meaning to speak with you about your ability but wasn’t sure how to break the ice 

so to speak. Today’s little encounter seemed like an omen. You saw mine. I reasoned that it was 

probably time to let you know I had seen yours.” 

I was willing to continue to pretend ignorance. 

Smiling in an agreeable way, Mr. Goodturn turned back to his desk and pulled a small 



wooden top from one of the cubbyholes. Wrapping a piece of string around it that had a small, 

flat piece of metal at one end, he steadied the top with an index finger touching its tip and then 

quickly pulled the string. The top whirled around the surface of the desk in a tight circle. Placing 

the string to one side, he stared at the top intently. My eyes traveled to the top and its gyrations 

and I saw the change. The top continued spinning, but its path was now very slow. The speed 

with which it was revolving didn’t seem capable of keeping it upright. 

“Why doesn’t it fall down?” I asked. 

Shrugging, he said, “Not sure. But when I focus on something slowing down it affects 

everything within the space it occupies, excluding my physical presence of course. That’s why 

when I held the man’s hand that was in here earlier the slowing process didn’t extend to me. The 

top’s physics aren’t impacted by outside stimuli unless it’s touched. He tapped the top and it 

wobbled but stayed upright and continued to spin slowly. Mr. Goodturn cleared his throat and 

looked away from the top and at me expectantly. 

“How long will it keep spinning?” 

“Depends. Not forever because that’s a function of the energy from the original spin. But 

it’ll go on for a while, unless I stop influencing it.” 

“How long can you do that?” 

He glanced back at the top. “Something this small? Hours. Something bigger? Less than 

that.” 

“Is that your ‘knack’? Just the slowing thing?” 

“Pretty much. Oh, I can intuit the heck out of things, predict what someone is going to say 

or do. But that’s hardly a knack.” 

“That’s pretty cool,” I said, watching the top. 

“So, now, back to you my young friend. Show me your trick.” He nodded in the direction of 

the top. 

I was still plenty nervous, but I was experiencing a miniature rainstorm of emotions. I liked 

Mr. Goodturn. I trusted him, but no adult knew my secret and my experience with grownups, 

present company aside, was generally bad news. But, I wanted to show him. I wanted to show off 

a little and I wanted to tell someone I respected about my…knack. And it wasn’t as if I hadn’t 

already shared my “specialness” with someone else. 

Spinning lazily along, the top was navigating a small circle. Its surface had been painted a 

bright red, God knew how many years ago, but time and use had dulled it to an orangey hue and 

chipped away bits of color all over its surface. I focused on it and each slow revolution resulted 

in a color and texture change. Chips filled in, and the warm color turned dark, until the top was a 

glossy black that gleamed in the yellow light of the office. 

Mr. G laughed softly and clapped his hands once. “That’s lovely Benjamin!” 

At a loss for words, the rollercoaster running fast and smooth now, I contented myself just 

beaming with happiness at being able to share my “knack.” 

“How long?” he asked. 

“It’ll stop as soon as I do.” Not entirely true but I wasn’t prepared to share that yet. 

“Ah.” He seemed pleased. 



I dropped my focus and he obviously did too, as the top skittered back to full speed and 

sped to the edge of the desk where it flew off into his waiting hand. 

“So, we’re a couple of interesting fellows, eh?” 

“Yeah. I guess so.” 

“Now we need to move on to the evolutionary discussion.” 

I kept my nerves under control. “What’s that?” 

“Benjamin, I never had any children of my own. My wife is long passed on. This shop and a 

few old friends that I don’t see very often are all I have left in this world. I’m content. But I have 

an interest in you and your welfare. I can’t pretend that I’m your father or even an uncle, but I 

would like to think that we’re friends. If I can see through your…ah…activities, then someone 

else might as well. That would almost certainly be a bad thing.” 

“You think I’m going to get into trouble?” 

“Possibly. Almost assuredly if you aren’t more careful.” 

“Do you know why I do it? Perform magic in the parks?” Now I was getting that hair-raising 

tickle at the back of my neck. How much of my little charade was known? 

“That’s your business, and your mother’s. But I think you should be careful. And I think you 

should also be realistic about your friends too.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I was irritated. Baffle and Maddy were people I trusted. 

They were my only friends. And as much as Mr. G’s reference to my mother put me at ease, the 

insinuation that one of my pals might narc on me—not cool. 

Easily sensing my defensiveness, he sighed and rested his hands on his knees. 

“Let me tell you about an experience I had that will illuminate what I’m talking about.” 

“No. I don’t think I have time. I really need to leave.” Uptight and now questioning whether 

I should have shown him anything, I was in a hurry to get home. 

Sighing again, he looked at his hands in his lap. When he looked up, I could see he was 

disappointed but hey, too bad. Don’t trash on my friends when you don’t really know them. 

“Okay, Benjamin, but can we agree to keep what we talked about here just between us? Our 

knacks?” 

Getting up, I felt my hands nervously tug at loose folds in my pants. “Sure. I mean, I don’t 

want you to go telling anybody about my…stuff either.” 

“All right then.” He stuck out his hand. I took it and shook it quickly. His hand was cool and 

dry. 

Mine was hot and sweaty. 

Back out on the street, I hurried to cover the short distance to my building. It’s a four-story 

brick building that was probably a hotel back in the day, straight up and down, flat roofline and 

painted an uninteresting brick red. All the street-facing windows have small fixed awnings over 

them. The alleys on either side are narrow enough so that no vehicle can get through. The alley-

facing sides of the building are covered with windows that belong to apartments and at ground 

level, small, cloudy, thick wire-laced windows that I had never seen open run from front to back. 

Someone must have thought it was important to let murky light into the basement. A row of 

dumpsters and a service entrance toward the back were the only other features on the side that 



faced the building that housed Mr. Goodturn’s pawnshop. The other end of the alley opened on 

a wide strip of land that was choked with weeds and backed onto a wash that’s screened off by a 

tall cyclone fence with razor wire that ran the length of it. 

The building on the other side of mine is an abandoned warehouse. Large blank walls are 

dotted with high windows, a shocking percentage of which are cracked or broken. In the last two 

years, I had never seen anyone go in or out. It’s in front of this cheerful structure, the pawnshop, 

that my friends and I sometimes conducted my little business when we aren’t using one of the 

nearby parks. Those were the “activities” Mr. G had referred to. I’ll get to that in a bit. 

The front door to my building is an oversized wood and glass number. It’s very heavy and 

wearing so many coats of paint that the wood surfaces are rippled and dimpled. 

Guests have to buzz in; tenants have magnetic ID cards that they run through a card swiper 

next to the entrance. I don’t need keys or mag cards to get in. 

I stumbled through the doorway, barely getting my left leg over the threshold before the 

door swung shut. Then I prepared to make my assault on the stairs. The building was 

constructed without an elevator and the only way up is wooden stairs from the foyer and 

mailbox area all the way up to the fourth floor where, as luck would have it, I live. 

Taking the stairs one at a time and steadying myself with the handrail, I can make pretty 

good time, but depending on what I’ve been doing on any particular day, it can be grueling. My 

bad left leg sings to me all the way up. I try to tell myself that the exercise is good therapy for it. 

My thoughts are entirely immersed in the events at the pawnshop. Oddly, the weird stuff with 

the would-be robber is less worrisome than my conversation with Mr. Goodturn. 

He knew about my knack (may as well call it that), my little business and possibly my living 

arrangement with my mom. What else would he know that I thought was a well-kept secret? My 

living situation was, to say the least, unconventional and I didn’t want anybody poking around in 

it and asking questions for which I didn’t have good answers. 

And what about that crack “Be realistic about your friends”? What the hell was that? I hadn’t 

told Mr. G everything about all of my special qualities. The illusion thing was the one I used that 

was the most easily seen. But another knack that I thought was more valuable, and that didn’t 

improve with use, was my ability to read someone. It wasn’t specific or black and white. If I 

concentrated on someone that I could physically see, I could get a sense of what they were all 

about. Good, mean, smart, lazy or dangerous, and what they were feeling at the moment. When 

I was little, I hadn’t thought it was anything special. I thought it was something everyone could 

do, you know, like hearing a melody or seeing certain colors. Over time, and after my other 

talents started showing up, I realized it was unique to me, sort of a hypersensitive intuition. 

The point of bringing that up is that I had used that knack when Baffle, and later Maddy, 

and I had become friends. So, I knew them. I didn’t need someone telling me to be realistic. I 

knew the two of them at a more basic level than anyone else could possibly know. 

Baffle was Sampson Baffle. His parents called him Sam but everyone else called him Baffle 

or “Baff.” I mean seriously, when you have a last name like that, who would ever bother with 

your first name? And Sampson? Yeah, that invited no end of teasing and not-very-funny irony. 

He was short for his age and stocky. To say he had freckles would be like saying it rains in 



Seattle, and his fair complexion was good for at least one painful sunburn every summer. I 

thought his most endearing quality, and at times irritating, was his incredible clumsiness, physical 

and verbal. 

We had met in the eighth grade right after I had relocated to Seattle. I was busy trying to 

blend into the local student population and attract as little attention as possible. My disability and 

Baffle’s sublime lack of coordination had really pooched that one. 

*********** 

Baff had been eating at the end of a table on his own. I was a couple of places farther down 

the community table and had considered joining him, but you need to be careful about who you 

choose as a friend during your first week. He was pushing his food around on the tray and 

generally just messing around. He’d already made a makeshift accordion snake out of his straw 

wrapper and was bored. My mom used to say idle hands are the devil’s tools. Case in point: Baff 

began shooting spit wads at the light fixture over the table. Since the light fixture was a good 

twenty feet over his head, it took a dense wad and a lot of air to get the kind of distance he 

needed to hit the light. 

On his seventh or eighth try, he was running out of patience and wad material. Rather than 

calling it quits or, more intelligently, recognizing imminent disaster and averting it, Baff gave it 

one more try. Whether it was too much air or nervous hands misdirecting the angle of the straw, 

Baff’s last attempt went high, missed the light and upon reentry to table level, landed in 

someone’s food at the next table. That would be Rusty Witkowski. At the age of fourteen, Rusty 

was a year older than most seventh-graders and already close to six feet in height, long sandy hair 

and a complexion that reminded me more of a pizza than someone’s face. He was big-boned 

and raw looking, which probably had a little to do with the fact that his family had been farming 

in King County for decades. The backstory on Rusty was that his parents were long divorced 

and that his father was a belligerent drunk. Even though we shared some common ground, we 

were about as different as two people could be. Rusty spent his days in school just marking time 

between sports seasons. His intellect, or lack thereof, screamed Neanderthal. Despite his 

intellectual limitations, Rusty had no trouble determining the source of the spit wad. 

Fast forward to Rusty standing in front of Baff on the opposite side of the table, palms flat 

on the table’s surface, spread wide as he leaned forward so that his face was inches from Baff’s. 

The predictable wisecracks and slurs had flowed freely. The verbal barrage continued for a few 

moments and when it became clear that Baff didn’t have a comeback, Rusty decided to take it to 

the next level. Reaching out with a rawboned hand, he had grabbed a bowl from Baff’s lunch 

tray that contained chocolate pudding. At this point, I had been dialed in. I don’t like bullies and 

watching someone tee off on somebody smaller and weaker seriously messes with my head. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I had noticed that the teacher who was supposed to prevent 

what was about to happen had looked up from her phone and woken up from her social media 

induced stupor. She was looking right at Rusty and just beginning her journey in our direction. 

This would put her in the vicinity about twenty seconds too late. I, on the other hand, was very 

close and prepared to take action, covertly of course. I was new after all and Rusty would have 



no trouble beating the crap out of me. I had prepared to put another one of my gifts to use. 

In his adrenaline-fueled glee, Rusty had extended his body completely over the table. He had 

showed the bowl of pudding to Baff and explained what was going to happen next. He was 

resting all of his weight on his left hand while he threatened pudding Armageddon on my soon-

to-be-friend. It hadn’t been difficult for me to mentally nudge his left hand out, essentially 

removing his support; nor was it difficult to also nudge his right hand so that as he fell forward 

he face-planted into the chocolate pudding. Hilarity and high drama had ensued with the teacher 

arriving just in time to take control of the aftermath. 

Minutes later, as Rusty was being led away to the vice-principal’s office, Baff and I got 

acquainted. Rusty, glaring from under his low, sloped forehead, was shooting daggers in our 

direction. 

“That was close.” Me the loquacious one. 

Baffle looked like he had just won something but wasn’t sure he wanted it. 

“I don’t even know what happened. I mean, I know but not about the pudding. I didn’t do 

that.” 

“Just lucky, huh?” 

“Yeah, lucky. Rusty’s a piece of work and he’s gonna blame that on me.” While Baff was 

fretting, I was getting a clean read on him. Decent, through and through. A little angst but what 

teen doesn’t have an account at that bank? He was feeling remorse coupled with a little fear. I 

decided to take a risk, a small risk with very little downside, or so I thought. Sometimes, you 

don’t know the far-reaching results of a single act until it sneaks up on you. 

Maybe you’ll have someone to help watch your back. 

“Yeah, but eventually…eventually, he’s going to get me.” 

Not necessarily. There are ways to prevent that. 

“Yeah, but—” He had finally realized my lips weren’t moving. 

“How are you doing that?” he blurted, more intrigued than scared. 

Try responding without moving your mouth and attracting attention! 

Like what? Just think it? How…? 

Just like that. 

And there you have it. The rest, as they say, “is history.” 

*********** 

I had discovered by accident that I could communicate in that way and it had been my first 

clue about my specialness. I could initiate the contact, but the other person couldn’t. This 

particular knack is limited to only what I and the person I’m connected with want understood. I 

can’t dig around in their head and sift through their thoughts. Only what they send willingly. 

While I could “silent speak” with some, it didn’t work with everyone and my ability to converse 

with them didn’t indicate that they could communicate in this fashion with anyone else, at least 

not in my experience. And while this knack is valuable to me, it’s also the one that led to my 

disability. 

So how can Mr. Goodturn top that? I’ve been in Baffle’s head. I know him. I know his heart. 



Maddy’s the same. How we met and became friends is another story but the basic foundation is 

the same. She’s good people. Being young, and new to Seattle, I had no experience with long 

friendships. I had taken a risk with her too, almost on a whim. 

What I didn’t recognize at the time was that people can change. 

My ponderings and musings carried me to the switchback landing between the third and 

fourth floors. I took a deep breath, grabbed the railing and dragged myself around the corner. As 

I put my foot on the first step on the last flight, I looked up to the top of the stairs. 

“Were you intentionally taking your time or did you just forget where you live?” Maddy 

smirked. 

She was perched on the top step and leaning forward, her straight cut, black hair falling over 

the right side of her face completely covering her right eye. Her green eyes were always playing 

peek-a-boo depending on which way her hair fell. Her small nose, that my mom would call 

“button,” combined with her short and petite frame made her look like an elf, or a cat. Which 

sort of made sense because of her athletic grace. She was wearing what she had on earlier, black 

jeans, gray tee-shirt, and forest green hoodie. Her kicks, her one consistent indulgence, were a 

stylish pair of forest green slip-on tennis shoes. Her wardrobe stays much the same all year, 

except for those brutally hot summer months when she loses the hoodie. 

With a heart-shaped face split in a toothy grin, she levered herself up and waited for me to 

make the last few steps. She didn’t offer to help and that, among other things, is why I treasure 

her friendship so highly. 

“Thought you were going home,” I huffed. 

Her eyes sparkled in the dimly lit hallway. “Nah. I wanted to talk to you. Besides, I had this 

to give you.” She presented me with a package wrapped in newspaper tied with an iridescent 

bow. 

My birthday isn’t until this weekend. 

Frowning, she said, “I know, but I probably can’t get over here this weekend and I wanted 

to give it to you today.” She usually refused to silent speak when we were alone. She said it was 

creepy. If no one else was listening in, why do it? 

She folded her arms across her chest and adopted a serious look. “Is today the day?” 

“No.” 

“You know you’ll tell me eventually.” 

I shook my head and made a point not to look her in the eye. “Yeah, but not today.” 

I took the package from her and stomped along to my door as she followed at my elbow. 

I managed to unlock the door without losing my grip on the present and we stepped into the 

bright space where I live. 

“Hi, Mom! I’m home!” I bellowed. 

Maddy rolled her eyes and practically skipped into the living room. She stepped into the 

center of the room, threw her head back, stretched out her arms and twirled. As awkward and 

damaged as I am, she is athletic and joyous. I watched her without any self-consciousness. With 

the sunlight streaming through the window backlighting her form and her smooth pirouette 

causing the light to shift over her upturned face, she looked more like a supernatural creature 



than my best friend. 

“Open it; open it; open it!” she warbled. 

“I’d rather—” 

“OPEN IT!” She laughed. 

I knew how that went. Faint protest offered up only to be crushed by relentlessness. 

I gave in. Peer pressure is a huge problem in the teen world today. 

The newspaper wrapping fell to the floor around me as I tore through it, revealing a brown 

cardboard box that fit in my hand. I pulled off the top and froze. It was the missing treasure 

from Goodturn’s that I had completely forgotten about in all the confusion. 

I looked up at her and felt my throat get tight. 

“Yay! You like?” she said, barely able to contain her excitement for me. She is always like 

that, getting more of a kick from what she does for others than for what they do for her. 

I pulled the object carefully from the box and bent my head to look at it as I tried manfully 

to keep my emotions under control. 

It was an antique pocket watch, silver with gold bezel and crystal face. I had been drooling 

over this watch for months. It had been priced at $100. I was blown away. How could she afford 

it? 

“Maddy, I can’t accept—” 

“Oh no, Mister! Yes, you can! And no fair asking how I paid for it. It’s a gift and that’s not 

something you’re allowed to ask.” 

Emotions precariously in check, I looked her in the eyes and smiled. “I love it. You’re the 

best friend a guy could ever have.” 

“Better not let Baffle hear you say that.” She giggled. 

“Yeah, well, he’d understand. And he wouldn’t have even known I was interested in this 

watch, let alone been willing to buy it for me. Thanks, Maddy.” 

She grinned happily and dropped onto the couch. 

“I knew you’d love it.” 

“You said there was something you wanted to talk to me about. Was it this?” I asked as I set 

the watch on the coffee table. 

Maddy’s grin faded. She looked solemn. 

“What?” I asked. “What’s wrong?” 

“I wanted to talk to you about Mr. G and the big goon he escorted out of the shop. Is it like 

something you do? It freaked me out.” 

I remembered her expression when she had ducked back into the shop. 

“Yeah. I meant to ask you about that. You looked funny when you came back in. I’m not 

sure what he did,” I lied. “Maybe it was just hypnosis.” 

She stared out the window that overlooks the train tracks across the street and then said, 

“Mr. Goodturn walked the guy about a block and a half up the street. Then he whispered into 

the guy’s ear, stepped back and pushed him forward. The guy started walking. He just kind of 

ambled along not aware of who was around him or where he was walking. He was just walking.” 

“So…” 



“So, he practically ran into two or three people. One lady pushed him away from her and he 

just kept moving in the same direction he started.” 

“I’m not getting where you want me to go with this.” 

“It was like he was sleepwalking Benny! He just kept moving along regardless of what was 

going on around him. Mr. G was checking him out, observing him. And when he almost ran 

down a few people but stayed on course, that’s when Mr. G turned around and I jumped back 

so he wouldn’t see me watching him.” 

I frowned. It sounded weird, but I wasn’t feeling the same sense of alarm that she was. 

“Okay, weird, but…” 

“But don’t you get it? If he keeps walking, no matter what, what happens when he gets to an 

intersection? With traffic!” 

Oh. Well, there was that. 

“Maybe he would just stop. Maybe he…” That line of thought wasn’t working. I couldn’t 

reason a way out of her implied conclusion, especially since the whole dang thing was so bizarre 

to begin with. 

“Exactly!” she snapped. “What was to prevent the guy from walking right out into traffic 

and getting creamed by a car? Or a bus!” 

“I can’t see Mr. G letting that happen.” 

“No? Me either but here’s another question: How does Mr. Goodturn know that guy won’t 

come back? That he won’t just show up tomorrow really mad and just start firing away?” 

I didn’t have an answer for that either. My friend the rollercoaster was back and executing 

corkscrews through my midsection. My conversation with Mr. Goodturn was worrying me more 

by the minute. 

“See? It’s messed up Benny. How do we know that sweet old Mr. Goodturn didn’t just play 

judge, jury and executioner and get rid of that guy permanently?” 

“Maybe it’s only temporary. If it was hypnosis, not like a permanent thing, it would sort 

of…wear off.” 

Maddy wasn’t convinced. 

“We should at least, like check the Internet. You know? To see if there’s an accident or 

something. At least until we feel like nothing has happened,” she said. 

Checking online wouldn’t be hard but the whole discussion was making me feel even more 

conflicted about demonstrating my knack for Mr. Goodturn, a fact I didn’t bother to share with 

her. 

Looking at her phone, she stood up. “Look, Benny, I gotta go. But I’ll try to come over 

tomorrow. Will you be here?” 

“Where else?” 

“Cool. Look, sorry about the drama. Maybe it’s nothing.” 

“Yeah, nothing.” 

She smiled at me, her small nose crinkling in a cute way and said, “Benny, happy birthday if I 

don’t see you tomorrow.” With that, she kissed me on the tip of my nose and headed for the 

door. She pulled it open with a flourish and called over her shoulder, “Bye, Mrs. Brown! Bye, 



Benny!” 

She glanced back, winked and sashayed out the door. 

She kissed me. First time. 

The wink? That was because the theatrical goodbyes were orchestrated for any ears other 

than our own that might be listening. 

Maddy knew that I lived by myself. 


