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When I was twelve, shortly before I turned thirteen, I was still eight. My mind was that of a preteen child, rather than of a maturing man-ling as it should have been. This was for several reasons: being the youngest of three, and the younger of two brothers – and therefore babied for as long as I can remember (to this day, in fact) – having been moved around several times from the time I was six, and not having been able to form natural maturing bonds with friends as other children my age had since taken for granted, as well as being placed on a depressant drug as a result of  a supposed case of Attention Deficit Disorder simply because I didn’t like listening to the teacher read out of a history book events and people which I had long since known from television, listening to my brother and sister talk about their homework, and reading other books.
These things, and many others hindered my emotional development and at the age of twelve, I was very much an eight year old, and loving every minute of it. My world around me was safe and sure, and there was nothing to fear. It was in this world that me and my good friend, whom I still talk to occasionally to this day, Tim had chosen to go to a mall in Center City to buy some toys, as any normal twelve year old who thought like an eight year old would. Tim’s world was similar to mine – which is to be expected as he is exactly a week older than me – except that he had progressed beyond that of a single digit mentality, but was socially disadvantaged, as I was, except for different reasons. 

It was a sunny day in early July of 1997, and I had just been kicked out of a small alternative school in the suburbs of Philadelphia. We chose to wander around the Gallery, the mall we were shopping in, before returning to Tim’s apartment to play with our newly gotten loot. We chose to walk up the back steps, because they were less crowded and let us out onto the street closer to Tim’s apartment, by about a half a block. When I think back on the day, I should have realized and seen it coming, but that is looking back with the eyes of an experienced, professional tournament player of several lasertag and paintball leagues, where we train ourselves to see everything and know exactly what is going on around us, who is where and what the threats are. A sad excuse for heightened senses, but it has since kept me alive, I’d like to think.

When I look back with my 20/20 hindsight vision and think with my since trained mind, it was plainly obvious that we were being setup and marked. They were about eleven and fourteen, if memory serves, their skin glistened golden brown and shone with a summer’s perpetual sweat. The difference in age and similarities in shape, manner and what I can remember of their faces made them appear to be possibly and probably brothers. The clothes they wore were dark and non-descript – perfect for blending into the dull motion of city life – and appeared to be well cared for. 
They were shapes, when viewed from my world. The way they approached us asking questions about the toys in the store should have tipped off one, the other, of both of us, especially the way they seemed to be in a whole other place while standing next to us. It didn’t, we were children in a children’s world surrounded by other children, all of whom existed peacefully together. They asked us some questions, and tried to size us up. I was of a stunted growth due to the years of drugs for my imaginary disorder, and looked to be about ten and acted even younger.

I have been setup several times since then, sadly none were so obvious. Perhaps my alertness or sheer dumb luck has foiled other attempts to jar my world that were as pitiful as this, but that is for others to know and for me to wonder. Since that day, I have tried to think of what we could have done differently. I had returned several times to the steps where it happened, and sobbed myself to sleep in remembrances of that and other occurrences such as it.
They came up behind us, with speed and sureness that could only come from experience. The older went for Tim’s pockets, the younger for mine. They were quick, they knew that if they took too long, the two of us could come to our senses or an adult may come to our aid. They were too quick for either thing to happen. It was only through dumb luck, or greed I believe, that I was able to make this an encounter that neither myself nor any of the others would forget for a while to come. The older had finished rummaging through Tim’s pockets, and being disappointed as we had already spent out money, called the younger to the top of the steps and disappeared from my sight. 

I and Tim were still in awe, we didn’t know what was happening, or more to the point, we didn’t want to accept it. This couldn’t happen, we were just kids, and our world was secure and safe. Then greed took over, and the younger went for Tim’s pockets on the way up the steps. It was then that I realized that we were being mugged. I reached out and grabbed the young boys arm and was twisting it back in an attempt to yank him down the steps when I felt a sudden stinging sensation on the left side of my face. My eyes readjusted to the angle my head had been knocked to and saw the young one stumbling from the shift in his weight from my yanking and his sucker punch. I was readying some pitiful comeback I saw in a movie when I looked up at the sound of scuffling feet. What I saw was a size eight or nine Timb’ headed straight for my face. I turned, and the large boot sideswiped me, grazing my nose quite harshly and knocking my head back into the steel railing.

The world around me spun. Stars weren’t to be seen, but black dots and swirling memories were. I saw my hand let go of the younger child. I heard laughing and words spoken. Who was speaking? Where am I? Why am I falling? What am I hitting? All these questions flowed through my mind, and more, as I fell down half a flight of stairs, my nose already flowing freely with my red life. It was this moment that Tim decided to rejoin the living. His face and eye were beginning to swell and his hand hurt where he missed the young boy’s and punished the boy’s shoe.
I heard a voice, it was shouting. It wasn’t Tim, and it wasn’t me. It was a veteran. It was a man-ling, who realized that the world was a dangerous place. It was my mouth calling catcalls to the would-be robbers at the same time my old self was trying to call for security. Security was gone, however. Sure, there were guards and police and adults of all shapes size and importance, but none of them could provide any form of security or protection, because that only existed in a child’s world. That only existed in the world that I was no longer in.
