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“Ladies and Gentlemen, to best sum up the man we are commemorating, it is appropriate at this time to discuss his character first...and upon great reflection, I can give no better caricature than this portrait, painted through his own words: ‘Even if I end up in Hell...I will have all of eternity to outsmart the Devil.’ 

He proudly spoke these words in the midst of adversity, and they are a perfect picture of who Vincent really is. Arrogant, selfish, narcissistic – these are not traits worthy of honor and respect. As it stands, we are continually struggling to remove those of similar qualities from our leadership positions and political offices. Far too many of our very own children idolize men of this caliber and invest their futures in practices that destroy our society every day...

“So, you may ask, why are we here? Why is this despicable man worthy of our attention? Because, without him...many of us would not be here today. In a time when our world needed change and revolution, but we were too lethargic to take a stand, he decided to do it himself. And if you knew Vincent like I did, then you understood that when he said something, he meant it, and unlike many others, he had the ability to back up his words. This was a dangerous man, who could have easily exploited our hard labor for himself. But he sought out a legacy, one to leave behind when he would die, and this dream, despite its selfish intentions...saved us all.

“He was tested and attacked on all sides, but today we are the results of his ordeal. Results that reveal that no matter how one is perceived, it is only a snapshot of the album that is one’s life, and Vincent, with all of his contemptible attributes, still had a heart. Is this man worthy of our respect? Does he deserve to be remembered? Allow me to expound further on the subject, and I’ll let you be the judge...”


From a speech given by Katherine Alexander at the 35th annual Think-Emergence Convention



​​
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​CHAPTER 1: GROWING PAINS
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No one is born evil. It is a slow cook, a dish bred of a chef’s lack of attention. It takes time to become the man people are disgusted with, the monster they pray they will never become. I wish you could just turn off who you are like a machine – press a button and immediately you’re not tempted by all the forbidden things people don’t like to admit they enjoy, like money and power. But life isn’t that simple.

I tried simple once. After all, it was my security blanket for the first thirteen years of my life. But at each rite of passage, every step toward adulthood, the blanket began to tear and degrade. Back then I still believed in the world like Santa Claus – jolly, fat, full of opportunities... I never really saw any danger, my head always found buried in my books and not in the game. If I had been more vigilant, maybe my life would have taken a more appropriate turn. I could’ve become a fireman, or an astronaut – any number of jobs that kids dream about when they’re young. 

But I wasn’t attentive, and I didn’t see him coming at all – a disturbed and malevolent classmate of mine who decided to force his way into my humanity and refashion me to his liking. I tried to hold on, preserve my innocence as long as I could, but no one can keep a grip on what they love forever, and eventually I had to let go, and wake up to reality.

“Vincent, wake up!” she shrieked, slamming the palms of her hands onto my desk, her massive wedding ring creating an unnecessary knocking sound that made me wince.

“I told you the answer was fifty-seven,” I said coolly, turning my gaze back toward the windows. Of course I had not said anything prior, but with the right answer plowing through her ears, any comeback she had was now void and forgotten.

“That doesn’t mean you weren’t daydreaming just now,” she accused me correctly. I wanted to do many things to her right then, all of them unacceptable by my school’s code of conduct, but I maintained my composure and once again donned the cloak of the ignorant child.

“You’re right, Mrs. Larson,” I replied believably. “I should have been paying attention. The only reason I knew the answer was because I went ahead in the workbook. It’s no excuse really. I’ll start listening.”

She rose from my personal bubble with a smug look on her face as I returned her authority and power willfully. I could see the forgiveness on her lips before she even spoke.

“It’s okay to daydream, but there is a time and place for everything. You’re in school to get an education, which won’t magically appear when you decide to grow up and pay attention. Look outside.”

I obeyed, for the sunshine dancing and glittering amongst the leaves was so much more inviting than my academic prison.

“The time you put in now will pay off later. Just because you want to make a million dollars and be like those famous rappers all you kids are into these days, doesn’t mean you will. It takes hard work that many of you are not accustomed to.”

By now, my classmates were staring at me intensely as if I were a lab specimen while Mrs. Larson was yammering on and on about the economy and self-entitlement. Jason, two seats diagonally to my right was shaking his head in amusement, a silly smirk developing with the full intention of making me laugh. I bared my teeth at him inconspicuously, letting him know I wanted him to stop and he shrugged his shoulders in response. I didn’t want to chuckle and get into further trouble.

“Don’t worry. She’s gone,” he mouthed silently, making the universal sign of insanity toward his right temple. 

Gone she was, for now she was throwing her hands into the air, walking back to the front of the classroom where she had now transitioned from teacher to preacher, bringing down the fire and brimstone while we were berated for simply being children. I allowed myself to look around the room, ignoring the forty desks that crowded most of the space or the dirty blackboard that had been stained to the point we could barely read anything from it. The unswept floor, the lonely walls, the donated outdated technology – these were all too familiar and common for their existence to hold any weight in my thoughts, so I turned to my classmates. One caught my attention in particular, sitting a seat diagonally to my left.

He was a joke to the whole “made in the image of God theory,” having a visage that resembled a pit bull’s and repulsively dirty blonde hair - rustled and untamed, aimlessly reaching to the sky in all directions. His skin brutishly complemented his colossal frame which was aged beyond its years. His eyes were listless and dark, and his very presence was foreboding.

Why he was staring at me at that moment, I could not know, but I was determined to find out.

“What?” I snapped at him, giving it my best tough guy voice. He didn’t move. I wish I had known his name, but I was generally oblivious to the quiet ones so I never made an effort to learn about them. Apparently he knew mine though.

“Vincent,” he stated emotionlessly as he continued his passive assault.

“What do you want? Why are you staring at me like that?”

He began to stare at my shoes and then slowly looked me up and down, almost seductively, sending a chill up my back. He licked his lips absent-mindedly and went back to gazing into my eyes. At this point, my entire being was quaking and I couldn’t keep up my tough guy mask much longer. Jason had noticed the unwanted exchange between us by now and threw down his desk to get Mrs. Larson’s attention. The crash startled everyone including me, and when I looked up to see if the predator was still staring at me, he had already turned around in his desk and was facing ahead. Jason gave me a worried look while the kids laughed at how scared Mrs. Larson had been. 

I paid no attention to them as I assessed the situation. What was that kid’s problem? I didn’t think I’d ever said a word to him in my life so why was he making it a point to single me out? Maybe Jason knew who he was. I’d ask him at lunch privately. 

The bell for lunch rang suddenly as Mrs. Larson glared at the clock. Looks like today’s lesson would have to wait for tomorrow. I grabbed my backpack before I realized it and rushed to Jason. I refused to look back at the kid who had stared me down earlier, but I could feel his eyes on me.

“Let’s get out of here,” Jason said, looking behind my shoulder. He didn’t have to say anything for me to know what was wrong.

Navigating the halls of our cramped little high school was like going white water rafting. Sure it was fun at times, especially when you got to see your friends between each period, but mostly it was tiring work that required quick reflexes and inhuman strength...if you wanted to keep your head anyways. Fortunately for me, Jason was a professional that pushed the “rocks” out of our path with relative ease. I shadowed him precisely, trying not to give him a flat tire until we finally made it outside where the kids who were done with their lunch (or never got it to begin with) hung out, laughing and discussing the usual topics of conversation like which singer had the better album or whether the Steelers could win this year with the starting quarterback being injured. Jason instinctively went to our usual spot, a picnic bench close to the cafeteria doors. Many people preferred privacy and congregated in the back so our chosen bench was always available. Jason collapsed on the bench and sighed into his hands, rubbing his forehead vigorously. 

“What did you do to piss him off?” he groaned to me as I threw my hands in the air.

“Are you serious? I didn’t do anything! One minute me and Mrs. Larson are talking and the next, he’s staring at me like a creep. Who is that guy anyway?”

“You don’t know who that is? Where have you been in the last year?”

“Why? Should I be worried?”

“His name is Donald Harrison-“

“-well now I understand why he’s mad, but I still didn’t name him.”

“Can I finish? This Donald guy, I don’t know why you’re on his radar all of a sudden, but you need to get off. He’s a real upstanding guy. Already he’s put two kids in the hospital because all he wants is some attention from his negligent father. You remember Brian? Tall, lanky kid who’s always wearing those corduroys? Donald put him in the hospital a couple weeks ago because he bumped into him in the hallway. That’s who we’re dealing with here.”

“See, Jason. This is what I’m talking about,” I sighed, exasperated. “That’s the whole point of our company. Our company will put an end to people like him.”

“What company?” he asked, genuinely confused.

“Don’t tell me you forgot already.”

“Oh, you mean Eclosion? C’mon, admit it. It’s a stupid name for a company.”

“That’s our company you’re insulting right now, and maybe Donald is coming after me because he knows what our company would do. People like him wouldn’t be able to hurt anyone again.”

“What does Eclosion even mean?”

“Can you get off the name already? That’s not the point.”

“Tell me what it means again and I’ll move on.”

“It’s the emergence of an adult insect from its shell, like a butterfly emerging from its cocoon. I chose the name because anyone who joins us will not be a larva anymore. They will rise into their full potential and come out like a butterfly.”

Silence.

“That may have been the dorkiest, gayest thing I’ve heard in my entire life.”

“C’mon, Jason. It makes sense though, right?”

“I can’t be going around telling people what you just said. Seriously I can’t. Why did I agree to this again?”

“Because you see it all around you. The injustice of it all. Think about all those kids that are beaten up and taken advantage of, while the bad ones get a free pass in life. We’re just trying to even the scales. Make things the way they’re supposed to be.”

“How does this all work? Remind me,” he groaned, rubbing his forehead and closing his eyes.

“We pretend to be a profitable business, like selling T-shirts or lemonade-“

“-lemonade?”

“-yes, okay, selling something, but it’s all a front. Secretly, everyone that’s a part of our ‘company’ will really be together to stop the injustice going on in our school, and later when we get bigger, we’ll change society.”

“Soooooooooo, we’re trying to be like crime fighters, superheroes?”

Jason looked around him to see if anyone was listening. Thankfully, the student body was too busy throwing burnt pizza and soggy nachos at one another.

“No, not exact...okay kinda. It’s all inside job stuff. We earn a reputation as being an upstanding successful business, but it’s just a way to get people to meet and revolutionize. We can use our individual talents to change things. In our meetings, we will discuss how.”

“Why all the faking? It sounds like a lot of work. Why don’t we just meet out in the open and people know we’re protesting and stuff?”

“Because people in power hate change, especially when they want to stay on top. The principal would disband us, or people would be too scared to join us openly. We have to be secretive. This Donald character probably found out from some of the recruits that our first plan is to get all the ‘bullies’ expelled from school.”

“Honestly, I think you’re being a little paranoid, but I see your point. Like, we can’t just get the school together and say we are all demanding he gets expelled. That would never work openly.”

“Not to mention Donald would go on a rampage while we’re doing it. Besides, I like people being happy, at peace. I don’t mind us doing the dirty work behind the scenes. Eclosion will work. We just need a few more people before we carry this ‘expulsion’ plan out.”

“Okay, but can we at least think about changing the name? We have time. It’s not like we know if all this planning is going to work out yet.”

“It will. In the meantime, I’ll try to stay away from Donald as much as possible. He might just be acting weird, but if he really knows about our expulsion plan, then he’s targeting me for a reason.”

“What are you going to do if you can’t avoid him?”

“I don’t know. I’m not going to lie and say I’m not scared, but when I started this whole thing, I knew the risks. I have to keep going...who knows, maybe if he tries to touch me, I can fight back and get him expelled.”

“That won’t happen. He’ll just be suspended and so will you.”

“Maybe I can...no, that won’t work...”

“What?”

“I thought maybe I can...take him out permanently...but it’s a ridiculous thought.”

“Yeah,” Jason glared at me, “because that’s murder.”

“That’s why I said it wouldn’t work. I could never go through with it. I’m just trying to figure out what will stop him. I don’t want to just get beat up and that’s it.”

“Yeah, but we’re not even thinking about killing someone. Don’t take this Eclosion thing too far. It’s fine we’re all secretive and stuff, but we’re doing this clean. Let’s go through with our expulsion plan and be done with it. He doesn’t deserve to die because his parents can’t raise their child right. If he comes after you, you run, and that’s final.”

“You’re the one who asked. I didn’t think you’d get so angry.”

“I didn’t think my best friend was suggesting murdering someone.”

The air was a little awkward after that, and I couldn’t help wondering what Jason thought of me. Sometimes I was too logical for my own good. Of course, I couldn’t kill someone. I knew it was wrong, and it would make me worse than Donald. At least he only sent people to the emergency room, and not the morgue. But deep down, I knew that if the expulsion plan didn’t work, and he found out who was responsible for the attempt, we would all be in trouble. He didn’t seem like the type that would hit it and quit it. All of his victims so far were innocent bystanders but he would have a legitimate reason to come after us. We had to be prepared for the worst.

Jason glared at me one last time as the bell rang for us to go back to class. I was still hungry, but I could wait until after school. Jason often did the same and his mom usually made the best second lunches for him consisting of a spread of steaks, roasted potatoes and corn on the cob. Just thinking about it made my mouth water and I knew that whatever he thought of me, I had to rectify the situation before school was over. I couldn’t go to my house. Most of the time my mother was working her two jobs while my father, the lazy drunken bum that he was, would take it upon himself to eat whatever I had made for myself, telling me he needed the energy to “lead”. What a joke.

“So, based on the fact you didn’t eat your free lunch, I’d say you want to come over after school?” Jason said flatly, reading my mind.

My stomach growled in response. Jason laughed heartily and patted my shoulder. We were friends again.

“No hard feelings, man. You can come over, and we can talk more about this company of yours with the horrible name.”

I nodded as now that one problem had been resolved, I could worry about the other. I had to avoid Donald as much as possible until I figured out a desirable solution, but with class in the way, I would barely have time to think. And there was no telling if Donald would suddenly appear before the end of the day. I needed a plan, or I would have no clue of how to react if he confronted me. 

“Hey, Vincent. Wake up,” Jason said, snapping his fingers in my face. “We only got three minutes left. You know you can’t be late for math again.”

“I’m not going today,” I said authoritatively. Jason gave a “seriously?” look and then quickly looked back at the swarm of students disappearing back into the school.

“And where are you going?”

“To think, maybe read. I’ll be by the old willow tree up the hill.”

“Which reminds me. I heard Donald also hangs out with the Willow Tree Street gang. Thought you should know.”

“Is that tree up on the hill their turf?”

“No. Their gang is named after the street they live on, but I’m just saying, be careful. They’re a new gang but they have a reputation of being ruthless.”

“What kind of a gang names themselves after a street? What if one of them moves?”

“Who knows? So, you coming?”

“No.”

“So what if Donald is out here stalking you? Aren’t you safer inside?”

“No one goes by the willow tree. I’ll be safe.”

“For such a non-risk taker, you sure are playing it dangerous.”

“He can find me in the building. He has no clue where I am outside of it.”

That seemed to be good enough for Jason, who was already wondering what the teacher might say to his football coach if he was tardy. 

“Alright, Vincent. Be careful. I’ll see you at the end of the day.”

“I’ll be there,” I assured him as he ran like a cheetah through the double doors, back into the school. I made my move before any of the teachers or custodians saw me, taking the latest thriller novel by Ernest Harper and clutching it like a necklace to my chest. It was an insane psychological ride about a man who discovered he was thinking with someone else’s brain. I don’t even know how that works. I mean, how would you know when you are you? If you get the original brain back, will you have the same thoughts? Or are you suddenly a different person with no clue something changed? I was poised to find out.

Making my way to the willow tree was as simple as breathing for I had done it so many times in the past. Even in middle school, I had often skipped a meaningless subject or two to migrate over to the high school’s mascot. It was something about the way the branches shaded you from the world which appealed to me. I had never been a religious person, but this was truly my sanctuary, the only cathedral that could bring me into a state of internal worship and meditation. I was at ease here, and no one ever bothered me. Until today.

I had been careless, letting my novel absorb me to the point all my senses became numb. I didn’t hear his heavy breathing, his awkward steps, and before I realized that someone was near, I found myself staring into the face of destiny.  

He didn’t care that I was inferior in stature; he just needed someone to take his rage out on. It was all over his face and pouring from his eyes. I tried to reason with him, if only to delay whatever plan he had devised for me personally. 

“Are you here because of Eclosion?” I asked him cautiously, my voice low and meek.

“No,” he said. “I don’t know who that is.”

The fact that he said “who” and not “what” said it all. He had no clue what I was planning with Jason. So why was he here? Why was he bothering me, who gave nothing to the world but silence and indifference? I asked him so.

“I don’t like the way you look,” he said, grinning devilishly at the end of his articulate speech. Really? Was that all? I was just “his next victim” and nothing more? The cover of my paperback was beginning to get damp from perspiration, my vision blurring from the salt water. Where was Jason when I needed him now? Why did I take a chance and skip class?

If this moment had happened in my more recent years, I would’ve expediently introduced his face to the pavement and called it a day, but I was too pretty back then. Moisturizer with promised aloe was still a second layer of my skin. My clothes were yet to be more than cashmere, and I was still afraid to get dirty, afraid of my clothes shrinking in the wash, afraid of confrontation - but I was a faithful believer in the theatrical. 

Films told me schoolyard bullies lacked confidence, that they were cowards to aspiring heroes. They told me I would win because I was “good” on the inside, that as long as a shred of compassion existed, Lady Justice would flip the bill. All I had to do was stand tall and fight him head on. 

But as I stood up from the base of my school’s old willow tree, leaving my pleasure reading to the side, I couldn’t help but wonder if they were silent witnesses to the upcoming slaughter. The wind was already unforgiving and nipped at the joints in my body, but that was the price of reading in solitude, especially in a time when books were an endangered species. The hunters sought out the precious life, assimilating old friends into their doctrine – a belief that reading was unnecessary and that those who did such were of a socially dying breed.

With each grade I moved on to, young readers learned how to lose the sheep’s clothing and don the coat of the wolf, but I held onto my books like a child to his mother’s leg. I was determined to remain true to myself and not change like the rest of them did. If my outcast reputation was the reason I was being targeted, then I had to prove him, just this once – that I was not to be underestimated.

I stood my ground as the bully grunted something inaudible, as expected – sluggard to the bitter end. I tried to be tough and reminded him of where his father was, or rather – wasn’t, and he didn’t like that too much. He said how he’d been watching me for some time now. I questioned his sexual orientation, and suddenly, I was on the ground, nursing the left side of my jaw. 

His right fist, clenched in fury, calloused and worn like leather, was slow – a perfect symbol of his character, but my body refused to move. Was this what it was like to be in shock? I vaguely remember the smell of stale cafeteria hamburgers coming from the school kitchen, the taste of blood as my teeth held onto my lower lip; the surge of adrenaline igniting a flame through my veins...but I do not recall his fist connecting.

The pain was memorable though. The mini-explosion that was shocking and all too real, breaking all assumptions that I could deal with his onslaught based solely on will. The frozen grass crunched between my opening and closing fists as I writhed like a helpless worm after the rain. I longed for rescue but none came, for that specific tree I chose for reading was nothing less than a wall between me and the insignificant school I attended down the hill. My thoughts became his own as he realized how close we were to the building, and for a moment, he stopped to assess his surroundings. Seeing no consequence for his actions, he promptly capitalized on my weakness, the now familiar hurt exploding like mines all over my body as he willed them into existence with brutal, savage strength. 

I tried begging. I pleaded. I let reason and logic, my old friends, speak on my behalf. I gave him options that were better than punching me into the ground. I told him what the consequences were for beating up a fellow student. But it was to no avail, and soon even reason vanished, leaving my attacker to do his will without contest. I cried for help, with all the fervency of a newborn baby, hoping that maybe Jason would suddenly appear, coming to check on me again, but there would be no salvation. I was all alone. My body being destroyed as well as my self-esteem and my pride...until something finally answered, and it rose from within.

Hate was its name.

I had met it before, but not formally. It was the type of creature to stand outside your house and wait to be let in. No knocks, rings of the doorbell, but I knew whenever he would arrive – his presence foreboding and intimidating, confident I was peering at him through the peephole. Usually I tried my best to ignore him, but this time I was ready to embrace his help. He played no games with me. He simply demanded for me to let him take control.

I did.

I threw honor to the wind and instinctively went for the coup de grace. I had been told to never go for a low blow on a man, yet I learned it was the only option for one of such a small frame like me. The bully yelped like a wounded animal and immediately this Rottweiler lost its teeth. He almost fell to the inviting underbrush, but humiliation caught his buckling legs. It didn’t matter as my hands lunged toward his body, coursing with a new kind of poison. My fingernails became venomous fangs – my right fist striking with all the power and resolve to swallow my prey whole. Lashing out instinctively, furiously, blindly – he didn’t feel like a rock anymore. His grunts began sounding more and more like a soft whimper – until an involuntary cough escaped his chest and snapped me out of my attack. A heavy silence blanketed our metaphoric boxing ring. No one had witnessed my triumph, but I didn’t care. Finally, I could go back to my books. I had time now...
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CHAPTER 2: STILLBIRTH

They told me I had beaten him to a pulp. I wasn’t sure what the phrase meant exactly, but ironically I had a craving for orange juice. I received none, but the school administration took the liberty of calling my parents. The infamous ride to the police station was both surreal and anticlimactic. The officers sat in front of the wire frame that intentionally separated good from evil, whispering about how dangerous I was, to inflict such damage to another human being – their assumptions, convicting me before I had said a word. No one had asked for my side of the story when I was found behind the weeping willow. I guess my predator had spoken quite adequately in his silence, for I was promptly snatched away from my reading and held until the police arrived. The minimum wage politician I knew as my history teacher kept a steady hand on my shoulder the entire time, staring at me with righteous indignation, his “A” student now a hoodlum – one of them.

And so, I was taken to the station, where class skippers, gang members, and borderline rapists were interrogated and sent on their merry way – given a fifth, sixth – infinite number of chances to clean up their lives while I would not be afforded the same. I was expected to understand the rules of society and follow them accordingly. Supposedly, I knew better, while my classmates were sick in the head, confused, or had had a difficult childhood; therefore, a chance to strike again was allowed. I didn’t know they changed the rules of baseball...

I wasn’t obese, but the chair kissed my thighs all the same. The curved metal back support braced against me so hard, I thought I had scoliosis. The room was as lonely and frigid as a mountaintop – the grainy gray walls enhancing the stale, thin air; the numbing cold clinging like wet jeans to my bones. The only reprieves were a one-way mirror, which may as well have been a wall, and a table to rest my arms on.

One of the officers who took me in broke protocol and started questioning me without my parents’ consent. He was a stereotypical cop – one of the overweight, righteous kinds that spoke to me like I was a drug lord. I let him get out his frustrations, for I had already resolved not to speak. I had to tread carefully. It wasn’t every day you saw a teenager engrossed in a novel next to a crimson mound of unidentifiable flesh.

“You know you almost beat that kid half to death?” he spat in my face, which was the worst interrogation tactic as of yet. I stifled a laugh, but he caught it before it dissipated. 

“You’re sick, son,” he said through grit teeth. “But don’t worry, we have a specialist coming in just for you.”

I shifted my listless eyes to the right, staring through the concrete walls. Maybe he was right. Maybe I was sick. I felt...different, and I doubted it was the puberty. Before, my composition could best be described as one of fear with a pinch of anxiety, but now, I sensed an incalculable change that scared me to no end. It was like I didn’t feel anymore, and I couldn’t know what the consequences of such a loss could be. Hate had overtaken my heart and I refused to let go. Hate was now my mentor, my mother and father – my friend. Only hate had saved me – not them. When I needed Jason most, he was in class. When I needed a teacher to pass by, they were too busy. Sure, it could easily be said that the whole predicament was my fault. If I had went inside, Donald wouldn’t have found me. But like the damsel in distress, I cared little for the reputation and past of my savior. I embraced him in my arms and cried onto his neck with gratitude. For so long I had tried to avoid conflict, minding my own business and skating through life. But it seemed fate had other plans for me, as if it wanted me to take a more active role for some unknown purpose – what that purpose was, only time would tell. But instead of expressing my thoughts, I played the humanity card.

“Is he okay?” I asked, my voice sounding natural and full of concern.

“He’s in a coma,” the officer said flatly, looking at me credulously.

“I hope he recovers,” I lied, surprising myself on how easily it slipped out.

“Of course you do,” he said between grit teeth, turning his head to a noise behind him.

The only door to the room slammed opened with authority as three adults entered. Two of them I knew all too well. 

“What have you done?” the woman cried, with chestnut-colored hair covering half of her face, her eyes frantic and worried. She was unsure of what emotion to trust – fear of the charges against me, or concern, perpetuated by motherly instinct. I noticed that, despite the urgency of the situation, she still managed to end up arriving here in her most expensive attire. Gaudy jewelry and makeup were applied with the precision of a surgeon, and it cloaked her like royalty. The older man was stoic, his favorite gray wool suit jacket comfortably draped over his shoulders, the khaki shorts he wore only on special occasions gracing us all. The police officer halted his interrogation at the appearance of my father – that husky, serious man...but it was only because he didn’t know him for the sponge he really was. My father tried desperately to be a rock, but the slightest bit of emotion invoked an outpour of monsoon quality that his wife regularly had to clean up the best she could – only for him to pretend as if nothing had happened. They disgusted and inspired me at the same time, for it was because of my parents that I worked hard enough to achieve greatness in my academics – if for no other reasons than to ensure that I would not become like them. Someday I would leave their care and never look back.

The third adult was a mystery man with a foreign air to him, his look matching the vibes he gave off. His oasis eyes and sandy skin were just as odd as his lanky, skeleton-like frame. He wore a three-piece suit and his glasses were rectangular and smooth, a perfect symmetry to his boxy and angular face. His composure suggested a strive for perfection with a hint of established superiority. Ignoring my mother’s words, he extended a bony hand that immaculately complemented his fake smile. I was scared to grab it. It might break on me.

“Vincent, it is nice to meet you,” he said. “My name is Dominic.”

“Who are you?” I inquired. “Really.”

This mystery man intrigued me, for although I wasn’t a stranger to diversity, I had never seen a human being that looked so exotic and unique. Instantly, I forgot my parents were in the same room.

“Now, Vincent,” he said condescendingly, “I already told you.”

“You know what I meant.”

The command in my voice tingled across my skin, catching me off guard and relaying a startled expression upon my face. Dominic ignored it.

“Of course I know,” he smiled. “Well, to put it lightly, I am the leading practitioner of child psychology and deviant behavior in the state. We specialize in diagnosing children with special needs. You may be a candidate if your test results deem you so.”

“So a kid gets beat up on school grounds and you get a call? That’s interesting. Where were you two weeks ago when Donald nearly killed a classmate of mine? Did you call Donald in then? Huh? What are you going to do to me now? Put me on an IEP and call it a day? WHAT-”

“-VINCENT!!!” my mother shrieked, standing up and slamming her palms onto the table. “Don’t you talk to an adult like that! You know better!”

I turned to my creator in defiance, boring a hole through the very eyes that could once subdue me. She gasped in astonishment and clung to my father’s arm. He was unaware of his wife’s plight, staring at the adjacent wall, locked in a daze. 

“No worries, Mrs. Alexander,” Dominic stated assuredly. “It is vital that he speaks his mind. Besides, I am perfectly in control.”

Oh. Is he now?

“But he knows better,” she lamented, pleading with the man to condone her outburst.

“Be that as it may, you must allow me to conduct the conversation. We spoke about this earlier in the vestibule.”

“He’s not a bad boy,” she continued, ignoring him. “I don’t understand why we’re here - he couldn’t have done what you claim. How could he have hurt that boy? All he does is read silently and keep to himself. He’s been in fights with other children in the past and this has never happened. If anything, he’s always the one to come home bruised and swollen.”

“Everyone has a breaking point, Mrs. Alexander.”

“But he has perfect grades in school. He’s a good boy. I don’t see the problem.”

“His teachers seem to have a different interpretation. They say he’s variant, always countering what they say with his opinion when he called upon – he talks out of turn, sometimes disrespectfully. He constantly corrects them.”

“The teachers are intimidated by him, that’s all. He only speaks out when they’re wrong. They should be grateful. I mean, you don’t listen to someone who has bad breath and just act like everything’s okay, do you? You tell them.”

“I will take your thoughts into consideration.”

His demeanor was beginning to irritate me. I could tell he considered himself on a plane of intelligence beyond our comprehension.

“So, what’s wrong with him?”

“That’s why I’m here, ma’am.”

“Oh, there’s something in him,” a voice cut through the room. 

The sponge had finally lost some of his emotional girth.

“Explain,” Dominic said curiously.

“I see it in his eyes.” my father spoke, nodding his head, his thick, country accent causing him to lose credibility in the educated man’s eyes.

“Go on.”

“Sure, he don’t say much. Reads all day, does his chores and the like, but it’s when you watch him – when he thinks no one’s lookin’. That’s when you see the real him. You see his thoughts run and these ideas floating around that should never come to light. I got no proof, but I know my son. I know what he is.”

The educated man was not impressed.

“Again, I am listening to every word you have to say, but at this time I think it would be most beneficial...for all of us, if I talk to Vincent alone.”

“Do what you must,” my father said with award-winning bravado - always the man’s man. He swiped my mother’s hand and led her away before she could say a word. Dominic kept up his façade until they were completely gone, locking the door the moment they shut it. He adjusted his glasses and sighed heavily, sticking his right hand in a pocket. He stood over me, letting every breath he took resonate with confidence. Subtly, he peeked at the one-way glass mirror, smiled, and parted his lips to speak.

The curtain rose.

“I assume from our exchange earlier that you abhor the thought of small talk or playing games, am I right?”

“I wouldn’t say abhor,” I said mockingly, “but you’re right. I hate playing games, probably more than you do.”

“Then let’s skip the charades and get to the grit of it.”

“Your move.”

Dominic cleared his throat.

“When you were found, you were sitting by a tree reading a book, while an injured student – a result of your actions - was dying at your feet. Hardly normal. The teacher who reported you stated that even if you had not been the culprit, it would be rather strange to say you just stumbled upon him and decided to take out a book and enjoy the ambiance while he died beneath your feet. The examiner said he could have been bleeding anywhere from five to ten minutes. So, my question is, what were you doing there?”

“The real question should be: how is Donald considered a student?”

“I thought you hated playing games, Vincent,” Dominic stated through pursed lips, temperate but firm.

“I hate when people play games with me. Playing with them is fine.”

“You’re not smart, Vincent.”

“My record would defend me.”

“Hardly. It convicts you.”

“Okay, now you’ve got my attention.”

“Vincent, I already have you figured out,” he said, smiling like he knew some deep secret, “but I had to see how you would react to my initial question – to confirm my suspicions - and I’m pleased that you did not disappoint. I’ve only met one other person like you in my life. The odds of meeting two, so similar, were beyond my expectations.”

“What are you talking about?”

“If you were like your classmate, the bully – I mean just like him...a depressing home life, horrible grades, lack of discipline, no motivation whatsoever – then I could understand what you did, as strange as that sounds. You’d be off the hook. I wouldn’t even have come here to talk to you personally. God knows I could have saved on the gas.”

“I’m sorry...did you just say that because I’m on the honor roll, I’m disciplined, and I have an adequate upbringing – my actions are worse? I’m the suspicious one? That makes no sense. Is our justice system really that off?”

“The justice system is fine. I’m here for preventive measures.”

“Oh, okay, so what’s next? I get sent to juvie? Is that what you mean by preventive measures? For beating up a criminal in self-defense and getting good grades? I hope minors get trial by jury because I’ll just let you explain yourself and I’ll walk free.”

“Listen, Vincent, you’re still a kid,” he said matter-of-factly, “so let me dumb it down for you.”

Again, that self-righteous, high-and-mighty tone adults loved to use. I had no qualm against adults displaying their knowledge and experience - it was how I learned. Through books, I experienced others’ mistakes and how to capitalize on them. I became proficient in the art of conversation by reading dialogue. By observing my mother, I learned how to glide through social gatherings and dinner parties with the grace of a swan. From my father, I noticed that it wasn’t who you were, but how you were perceived. The aptly named sponge was deemed a rock in many of high society’s circles.

The bottom line was that I could not be anyone without their contribution and expertise; however, at no time should they underestimate my ability to adapt based on numerical age. I valued one’s experiences and opinions, but age was not the basis for their worth. I would be more inclined to ask for educational advice from a recent high school valedictorian than a forty-year-old high school dropout. I’ve seen child therapists become abusive parents as their wild seed turned into early mothers and deadbeat fathers. People that acted like they knew the secrets of the universe but couldn’t make ends meet. Starving dreamers and hypocritical Christians, religious murderers and suicidal motivational speakers. Only people who actually produced the results they lectured to others were worth listening to. Regrettably for Dominic, he wasn’t following this same principle.  He was simply calculating my worth on the barbaric, uncivilized concept of age.

“Explain it to me,” I snapped back at him, ready to counter anything he had to say. 

“Vincent, the fact of the matter is that you have the behavior and profile of a criminal intellect. You see, that high school dropout, the gang members, the drug dealers, they’re of no concern to me. Sure, they’re not completely stupid. They have their own mind and great pride in their street intelligence – able to elude capture and devise countless ways to achieve their immoral goals - but they will never know how the world works. Never. They’ve been so entangled in their own world for so long they are blind to everything else. All they can see is their own personal insignificant world and they get angry when no one will conform to it. They can’t see that it’s simply impossible for an entire population to comply in such a manner. So, they lie to themselves and go through life believing they are a master of all when they are really fools that accomplish nothing of substance. They always get caught in the end. They think it’s normal to do jail time or go on welfare. Because they have a nice car and a new pair of Jordans, they are stuck in the illusion that they have accomplished something, when no one praises them but the few friends they have amassed. That type of man, that foolish, prideful and confused man, is a small matter. He will make no impact on the world unless it is of negative value, and even then, his actions will be no more unique than those of the other thugs around him, but you – you are different. You have the potential to be far more damaging to our society.”

Dominic did not stop to let me reply.

“An idiot like the one fore-mentioned would’ve reveled in victory over his fallen foe. The average man would be terrified of his deed: broken, in shock over the control he lost, or paranoid that some hand of justice will inevitably bring down the hammer. But strangely enough, you were neither, and by remaining neutral, you made a choice. Maintaining a poker face condemned you. You were calm, and too cold to the mush lying at your feet – as if he didn’t matter at all. Like he was an ant you had just crushed beneath your heel. Am I right?”

I couldn’t respond. I had to hear more. Because of the way I acted, he had somehow managed to look past my flesh and peer into my very soul. He was describing me in ways I had never known even though I had met him only minutes ago. Who was this man?

“This is a crucial time, Vincent. Bringing you in was a priority because this is when you will surely begin to justify your act from within, and, ultimately, define yourself based upon it. You will try to believe that bringing that boy to your own version of justice felt good, and given the control over your emotions, you could do it again, with your criminal intellect helping you get away with it. I’m telling you right now that it’s pointless. Not only will we be keeping a close eye on you, but you know deep down that any illegal act you perform will be wrong. If you choose a criminal lifestyle, you’ll think that you’re justified based on how people have treated you all your life. But then you would be no different than a thug, wouldn’t you, Vincent? Justification – isn’t that what they do? Isn’t that what they do, Vincent?”

“Yeah...all of them,” I said monotonously. His filibuster had taken all the fight out of me. He had done this before.

“Don’t succumb to those thoughts. There’s no benefit in it. No reward. Do you understand me?”

Silence.

“Can I ask you a question?” I asked innocently.

“Of course. Anything.”

“You’re not a psychologist, are you? You said that for my parents’ sake.”

“I’m not a psychologist,” he confirmed. “I’m a criminal intelligence analyst. I specialize in handling people of your profile.”

“And do you have a criminal intellect?”

“I do, Vincent, and that is why I can read the signs. Why I figured you out from the start.”

“So you use your criminal intellect to catch other potential criminals?”

“That’s right.”

“Okay,” I nodded in defeat, “that’s all I want to know.”

“So have I made myself crystal clear?”

“Crystal.”

“So I won’t see you again face to face?”

“No, sir.”

“No more trouble?”

“No,” I replied flatly.

“Good. Then you’re free to go. I’ll be surveilling you from a distance. Remember, you’re better than them. Don’t become one of them.”

I nodded to his satisfaction and like a wounded animal, practically limped out of the door to my expectant parents. Dominic watched me the entire time, taking in my body language, the little ticks I was unaware of, the way I approached my guardians. My mother hugged me and my father reluctantly rubbed my shoulders, but I wasn’t aware of their condolences. All I could think of was the criminal intelligence analyst standing in the doorway, solving the Rubik’s Cube that was me. I couldn’t help but wonder if I passed the test, if my body language betrayed my thoughts to him unawares. The question lingered in my mind even as my parents led me out the door with heavy hearts: Did Dominic believe me? I wouldn’t have, and if his intellect was half of what he claimed, he didn’t either.

He was right on all accounts. I was better than them. They moved like animals, no rhyme or reason to their actions but simple primitive instinct. I was not so lucky. My love of simplicity and ignorance could no longer comply with what now consumed my thoughts. It was no longer an appreciation for Jason’s compassion. It was no longer a drive to naively create a world void of pain and suffering. This new revelation was something I could envelop completely... 

Dominic had unintentionally showed me the path. 

My criminal intellect, or C.I.

The phrase sounded like an ice cube sliding down my tongue during a blazing hot summer barbecue. The appeal sent chills down my spine as I took hold of destiny. Dominic, in all his grandeur, had made one terrible mistake. At the time of our meeting, I had hated being treated poorly because of my age, but that did not mean I was at full maturity. You see, he had made the mistake of labeling me, and the label he gave me was too big to simply ignore.

I was not a stranger to labeling. Whether it’s a passing insult from a classmate or a teacher making sure you knew you were retarded, labels were a daily occurrence. However, it is up to the individual how much weight each label carries, and none had stuck to me so far. 

But now I had willingly received and accepted my label. A goal and a principle to abide by, for Dominic, this man who had rendered me speechless through an analysis of my classmates, intrigued me. He explained my peers in a clairvoyant way that I had already discovered myself, but had been unable to express articulately. The epiphany that we shared a similar thought pattern was equally thrilling, but...I would not pursue his career.

He was smart, but there was so much more he could do. Why spend his intelligence on those whose fate you’ve figured out a long time ago? No. That was a life well-wasted. Calling one a bully, no matter how articulate and grandiose you made it sound, was still calling one a bully. So my course would be quite different from his. I decided to use my criminal intellect for my own ambitions.  The possibilities were endless.  And just like Dominic had said, I could use my C.I. to make sure I got away with everything, saving my jail cell for my peers...
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CHAPTER 3: TRAINING

I believed Dominic when he said that he would be “surveilling me from a distance” so I knew that I couldn’t jump right into full use of my C.I; I had to be patient. At school I masqueraded as an ambitious student with a fear of all authority, not much of a change from how I used to be, while my true self remained in hibernation, coming out only for a season to feed so that it would not die. I was sure I didn’t know from what angle Dominic was watching, so during my years of solitude, very much like an inmate in a penitentiary, I would train on my own with little distraction but I wasn’t training my muscles, but my mind. I arbitrarily stood on the sidelines, watching as the world passed by. 

My parents reacted normally, my run-in with the law being a minor blip in my life. My father’s claim that he saw some kind of evil within me seemed to have been forgotten for he went back to his buffet of Doritos and primetime television immediately. He had only made comments about me to impress Dominic, nothing more. Mother went back to her two jobs and let stress overtake any worry she had of me. Teachers, classmates – they all treated me the same. No one knew about my talk with Dominic or how I was labeled as having a criminal intellect. In fact, because Donald had beaten up quite a bit before I lashed out, everyone just assumed I went to the hospital, that Donald’s brush with death wasn’t a result of the wrath of Vincent, but a gang member or a mysterious mugger. At times, I was very entertained by the stories people came up with. But not Jason.

I told him the story of how I fought back, how I was found by administration and taken in for questioning at the police station. Once I relayed my side of the incident, they let me go. I couldn’t tell him about the meeting. I wanted to, but Jason was just so noble, I didn’t want to taint his image of me. His childish sense of honor and the greater good reminded me of a time in which I too believed in such things, and through Jason, I could still glimpse them once in a while, and hope for a moment. But one thing had to remain certain. My friend, my only real friend must not see the monster within me, for even creatures needed someone to talk to, if only superficially.

I was sure he saw some kind of change in me. How could he not? I once bathed in light as he did, but now the light blinded me to the point I could no longer see. Darkness was more appealing now, and even with all of my carefully chosen words and cover-ups, he could see the light within me fading. He never brought it up, but I saw it in his raised eyebrows, or how he would quickly change a conversation. We were the best of friends that knew nothing about each other. And I needed that. 

I could draw no more attention to myself if my plans were to work. My body moved autonomously – school, girlfriends, petty crime – basically a normal teenage existence, putting my hand into the mix only after excessive planning and foolproof execution: 

SEVENTEEN YEARS OLD

November 5th

An acquaintance decides to dump a tray of mushy cafeteria food on my head after I tell him what his future will be if he doesn’t stop insulting a friend of mine. I play the victim, inflicting wounds onto my body for presentation, crying to the principal with forced tears, threatening parental involvement and media belligerence if he doesn’t take action against a student that should’ve been expelled years ago. Jason watches in horror as I pay others to come forward with similar stories, former victims with a thirst for vengeance. Pressure rises and the super senior graduates with no diploma in hand. 

December 15th

My family makes our annual trip to my relatives’ lodge in New Hampshire. I’m eventually confided in by my aunt who reveals what my spoiled cousin’s Christmas gift is going to be this year – a brand new iPhone. I already have a plan formulated.

I make a deal with my spoiled cousin, Oliver. I plant the idea in his head that his mom got him socks for Christmas. When he asks why, I tell him it’s because of all the holes in his current ones (caused by yours truly). I wait ten minutes to let the idea marinate then I boost his ego. I whine how he still gets the best gifts and I’ll give him ten bucks for any one of them. He agrees and says only if he gets to choose which one. Of course, I say. They are his gifts, after all.

December 24th

Oliver inspects the sizes of all the elegantly wrapped gifts under the tree and chooses the smallest one – the one that must be you-know-what. He gives it to me humbly and greedily takes my ten dollars. He asks when I’ll open it, and I say later, when I can show all my friends what a great gift is in there. He giggles and I feign stupidity.

December 25th

Oliver opens his gifts with the fury of a hurricane, becoming more torrential as he finds no socks amongst them. The best gift he gets is a steel thermos that keeps liquids hot or cold. I see my aunt look confused so I pull her aside and tell her that Oliver had taken the iPhone last night. I had told him accidentally despite my vow of secrecy (oh, how I apologized). Somehow, it just slipped out. I tell her it’s best to confront him tomorrow about taking gifts early because no one wants to be grounded on Christmas. Besides, think how embarrassing it would be for her if she was scolding her child on the Lord’s Birthday! She forgets my age and follows my words.

December 26th

My family leaves ritualistically early. Oliver will learn what happened, but by then I’ll be home. Next time I’ll say I’m too old for trivial family gatherings.

EIGHTEEN YEARS OLD

January 18th

My mother hands me a newspaper obituary. Apparently, Dominic had met an untimely death at the hands of one of his former clients. It’s impossible that I had any involvement in the matter based on the time and location, but my father claims that he will now be Dominic’s eyes. Hilarious.

February 16th

With careful observation and study, I come to the conclusion that no one has taken on Dominic’s case concerning me. Though I realize I may still be looked at periodically, there is no real cause for worry. Now that he is gone, I doubt there are many people left in the world with the capability to stop me once I put my full potential into a plan. I ponder what I should do with my life after I graduate from high school. My old childhood idea of Eclosion begins to sound appealing.

February 20th

I concentrate my efforts on the increasingly popular Jason Reynolds. Our friendship has become more strained since my “awakening” but I keep him on a short leash by setting up scenarios in which others betray him with gossip, lies and uncovered secrets. This makes the world around him become his enemy while I remain his sole friend. He also needs me now more than ever – true to the football stereotype, his grades begin to slack and he wants to continue being quarterback of the football team. I promise to help him make general honors (because that’s what friends do – help one another). The perfectly dumb athlete loses any suspicions of my change in recent behavior, and we begin to establish a solid friendship, just like old times... 

March 8th

I notice my father still looks at me with suspicion, even with my recent angelic behavior. This is not good, especially considering that I have decided upon an endgame for my life. I want to start a company, probably in health and life insurance due to its constant growth, but my company will have a hidden agenda. An agenda that will carry out my true desires. If this sounds familiar at all, it should, for it is exactly the Eclosion model I came up with Jason years ago. Except now, I can take it to a more global level. However, if I’m to even come close to making this a reality, I need to rouse no suspicion, even if it’s from my father. I will need to deal with him somehow. So, understanding that those with an excellent reputation can get away with much, I formulate a plan.

March 12th

I purchase a small notebook and begin to religiously observe my father’s behavior and habits, looking for flaws in his character that I can exploit. Everyone has them. Better to have him convict himself than make something up.

April 28th

After keeping an accurate log of his routines, I thoroughly inspect it, not only for habitual behaviors, but also for any inconsistencies that could alter my plan. I’m satisfied with the results. Adults are creatures of conformity and ritual, and I notice that he spends a great deal of time drinking coffee. When he consumes it, he can be awake for long periods of time, but without it, he crashes almost instantly, especially with food as a catalyst. His slumber is even stronger than usual then. I can use that.

April 29th

I decide to take his coffee to school – all of it. Before he can wake up, I stuff the large Folger’s can into my backpack, knowing that I’ll have to come up with excuses of why I couldn’t fit my textbooks in later. If I’m found with the coffee before I can get rid of it, I’ll make the excuse that I was planning on selling it for profit. It makes a lot of sense considering so many of my classmates are obsessed with energy drinks – eating raw coffee grounds wasn’t unfathomable in the mind of a teacher. It’s a Monday so my mother will be busy at work all day and most of the night. My father, who is habitually unemployed, will be lazily watching television into the late hours of the night. All I have to do, at this point, is throw out the coffee.
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