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No matter where Luke is, he is alone.  Surrounded by musty stacks of long-forgotten texts, he frowned at the computer screen.  The persistent tapping of other students working at keyboards was maddening.  He gritted his teeth, trying to ignore it.


He kept sneaking glances at the student at the next desk.  He watched the man’s dreads bob and sway as he studied his notebook.  Its cover read, “If lost, return to Trey Lansbury, 452-6635”.  Luke looked to his own computer screen and back again.  Trey licked his full lips, his chocolate-brown eyes squinted at the assignment.  Luke began to sweat.  He shot to his feet, grabbed his backpack, and headed for Periodicals.


Luke checked his watch.  Eleven fifty-five.  Just five more minutes.  


“ ‘Scuse me,” a pretty dark-skinned girl in a Dashiki slid a cart of magazines past, smiling at Luke as she went.  


“Sure, no problem,” he said, side-stepping out of her way.  The sweet scent of her perfume lingered in the air.  Distantly, he wondered why black women didn’t get on his nerves.  Sometimes, he even found them attractive.  Maybe he should ask the guys at the meeting.


Luke took a few steps toward the stairway, then stopped.  He leaned against the wall, casually crossed one Doc Marten over the other, and ran a hand over his #1 crew cut.  He wondered if he was ready.  Liam and Brian thought he was ready, and he felt sure they knew better than he did.  But he also knew that if he did this, there would be no going back.  


Luke didn’t hate his old life, but he kept feeling like he couldn’t get a break.  His family struggled for every penny they made, which worked against him. It meant he couldn’t get financial aid.  If they’d been lazy, he would have been better off, in a way.  It frustrated him to think that welfare rats got a free ride at school, and he was in debt up to his earlobes just to scrape by.  That was just plain unfair.  And he couldn’t do a thing about it.


Luke wasn’t used to the relentless pace of the Windy City.  He chose the school because it had a good Economics program, and he loved Economics.  But he had no idea it would be like this.  Everybody was loud, rude and arrogant.  Hip Hop music pounded through the dorms late into the night.  Cars got broken into regularly. You couldn’t leave your dorm room door unlocked, even to go do your laundry.  Liam always said, “It’s an urban jungle, don’t mind the monkeys!”


He hadn’t interacted with anyone for the first two weeks of the semester.  He was too painfully self-conscious to make conversation with anyone.  The first person to even speak to him was Ryan.  He sat at Luke’s table in the dining hall one day, and asked Luke about his eagle tattoo.  Luke was proud of the tattoo.  It was a tribute to his father’s Marine Corps service.  They started to chat about the military, which led to a discussion about patriotism.  


Pretty soon, Ryan and his friends were sitting with Luke at every meal.  They were all good ol’ Southern boys from little towns like Luke’s.   They called themselves “brothers”, and made him feel like he belonged.  He didn’t have to explain anything to them, and that was just fine by him.  He would rather listen, anyway.  So when they invited them to learn more about a club they were starting, Luke said “yes” immediately.


After weeks of meetings, he was set to take the first step.  The guys wanted him in.  There was only one way to do that.  


The basement was deserted.  Luke stood at the foot of the stairs and looked around. It was really quiet.  Brian was smart to pick this place.


Standing in the aisle nearest the window, Luke waited.  No sign of Brian.  He checked his watch again.  Noon on the dot.  He chewed his thumbnail, paced, re-tied his shoelaces.  Still nothing.


“Hey, man,” Brian stepped out of the next aisle of books.  His greeting made him jolt bolt upright.  Brian sniggered, his intense grey eyes snapping.  “Did I spook ya?”


Luke tried to play it off, “Nah.”


“You ready?” 


“Mmm hmm.”  Luke didn’t really trust himself to speak.


Brian reached into the left pocket of his jacket.  Luke stared at the patches on his club jacket as he did so.  This was Luke’s first step to earning his own black flight jacket. From his pocket, Brian produced a small satchel.  He handed it over.


Luke felt the heft of it in his hand.  His blood raced.  Brian stared at him, studying his expression.  He asked, “You know how to use them, right?”


When Luke nodded, he grinned and walked away.  Luke stood in the stacks, staring down at the package.  He peeled back its edge.  The loops of chrome gleamed back at him.  He covered it quickly, his breath quickening.  He knew this was a little crazy.


Luke hurried back upstairs to his original place at the computer terminal.  Trey was still sitting at the next desk, but this time he was wrapping up his work.  He headed for the glass entryway, and Luke followed behind, far enough away to avoid notice.  


He reached his hand into the pocked of his overcoat.  He wrapped it around the package Brian had given him, and hoped it would help shore up his courage.  There was a blind, dark corner just to the left of the library courtyard.  If Luke was lucky, Trey would go that way.  Then he could get this over with before he lost what little nerve he had.


Trey hitched up his jeans, smoothed his dreads and veered left at the courtyard walkway.  Luke trailed him silently.  Trey disappeared in the shadows.  Luke approached swiftly, yanked the package from his pocket and unwrapped it. He wiggled his fingers into the snug brass knuckles, and raised his arm to strike at the back of Trey’s head.  


“Daddy!  Daddy!” a small, angelic brown child skipped out from around the building and grabbed Trey around the legs.  He picked her up, and spun her around, hugging her to himself.  That was when Trey noticed a guy in the bushes, leaning over, retching and gagging.


He walked over and said, “You okay, man?”


The last convulsive heaving of his stomach subsiding, Luke said, “Yeah, man, I’m just fine.”  


The child in her father’s arms reached out and rubbed Luke’s shorn head, giggling.  Then Trey and his daughter walked off into the spring evening.
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