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Chapter One

EVER SINCE the fifth grade, I've had this imaginary audience in my head who follow me around and watch me like I'm the star in a movie. I talk to them, and yeah, they talk to me, but I know they aren't really there. I'm very clear about that. Anyway, I don't think I'm the only fifteen-year-old who does this. It's our culture. It seems everybody is famous now. You can get yourself on TV for doing almost anything, the stupider the better. Everyone thinks his or her life is movie worthy. 

So now you're here. This is my honors English class we're in right now. Don't ask me how I got into honors. Okay, I know this classroom is pretty drab. There aren't nearly enough windows, but it's an old school. They're building a new one over on Clement.

I haven't named you yet. I'll just call you You for now. Maybe you'll just be part of my laugh track, a body filling one of the seats in my theater but having no singular voice. We'll see. If you are part of the laugh track, you get to do more than laugh. You get to say, "Uh-oh," and whisper loudly, "Isn't that a shame." You can even cry. But maybe you'll become one of the 
outspoken ones, the ones with a personality, like the fat bald guy with a mustache who sits in the back of the theater writing movie reviews. I call him FBG with a mustache, for short. There's also Sexy Lady, who's supposed to just tell me I'm hot all the time. She usually has on a low-cut red dress. Then there's Aunt Bee—yep,  the Aunt Bee from the old Andy Griffith Show. You always wondered what happened to her. Well, here she is, in my head! She's very sympathetic. And finally, there's the kid who Krazy Glued the fingers of his left hand together. I just call him Crazy Glue.

CRAZY GLUE: Boring! His life is boring. Get out now while you can.

SEXY LADY: Oh, but lately it's been heating up again. He was just in a lull.

Yeah, a nice, safe four-year lull. I don't like this new exposure I've been getting. I liked being invisible.

AUNT BEE: That's most understandable, poor boy. You've had it very rough in the past. I remember the time your father woke you up in the middle of the night. He had on that horrible mask.

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: It wasn't a mask, my dear. It was a helmet, a Spartan helmet. It was a replica, not the real thing, made of steel with a mane running over the top and down the back of it. Quite authentic-looking, though. It had real horse hair.

AUNT BEE: Well, it covered most of his face, and he was frightening coming into Jason's room like that, then scooping him up and taking him outside to bury him. He dropped him right down into that hole he'd dug and started shoveling the dirt on top of him. Oh dear, that was so horrifying.


CRAZY GLUE (ACTING AS JASON): "Daddy, stop it! I'm scared. I don't like it down here. It's cold. I want Mommy. I want Mommy!" 

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE (ACTING AS DAD): "It's okay. Just stay there, Jason. I'm covering you over so they'll never find you."

CRAZY GLUE: You should have given my lines to Sexy Lady or Aunt Bee. Why should I always get stuck being you?

You're the closest to my age and I was going for a little realism.

AUNT BEE: It's too real. I wish you'd stop reliving that night over and over. It can't be good for you.

I was only six. I screamed and screamed. I was scared out of my wits. Dad thought the Furies were after us. Mom said he was just trying to protect me. That's all.

CRAZY GLUE: It figures I missed all the good stuff. And what are Furies, anyway?

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: They're part of Greek and Roman mythology. They're the goddesses of the underworld. You'd love them. They have a mass of snakes for hair and blood running from their eyes. They come up through the ground, seeking revenge for people's crimes. They'll hunt you down until you're driven mad with their chase.

CRAZY GLUE: Awesome!

I didn't think so. The Furies always scared me. They still do. Anyway, my mom heard my screams and she saved me before I was buried alive, but Dad was taken away. He stayed away a long time. That was my fault. I've always felt it was my fault.


AUNT BEE: Well, dear boy, you couldn't let him bury you alive, could you? 

SEXY LADY: I think you'd look hot in that helmet.

I hate that helmet. Any time I see Dad wearing it, I know he's sick again—like now.

CRAZY GLUE: I would have loved to have seen you scratching and scrambling and clawing your way out of that grave. Cool beans!

Shows what you know.

AUNT BEE: It's no wonder, then, what happened in fifth grade. I mean, how you reacted.

LAUGH TRACK: Uh-oh! Here it comes.

My best friend turned on me! Just because I got the ball away from him and scored the only points in the soccer game, he got all jealous and got the gang to help him flush my head in the toilet.

LAUGH TRACK: (Laughter).

CRAZY GLUE: A swirlie! Jason got a swirlie! Cried like a baby, too. Called for his mommy. Made a total fool of himself.

AUNT BEE: Of course he cried, and you would, too. It was his father burying him all over again.

CRAZY GLUE: No friends after that—just us. Four and a half years now, and still not a single friend.

I don't need friends. Friends are dangerous.

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: What was it you and your soccer buddies called yourselves?

Fili Mou. It's Greek for "my friends."

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: That's right, but you spelled it "F-E-E-L-Y M-O-O." You were the Feely Moos.


Don't remind me. The whole school picked on me after that swirlie. I'm sorry my grandma died back then, but I sure was glad she left my parents her house and we moved to Virginia at the end of the year. I got to start all over. 

CRAZY GLUE: Start all over? You went into hiding! Bor-ring!

SEXY LADY: But now, after all these years of trying to make yourself invisible, you've been caught. You're beginning to come out into the open again. I see how the girls are starting to take notice of you with your dark curly locks and those blue, blue eyes. Tall, dark, and handsome, that's how we like 'em. You're like a young Greek god.

I'm not coming out in the open—not on purpose, anyway. It was just a slip-up, just a few things getting out of control, but I'll fix it. I'll straighten everything out.

CRAZY GLUE: Fat chance. Anyway, you're more interesting this way.

SEXY LADY: You've got that innocent, wouldn't-hurt-a-fly look about you. Girls feel safe around you. You're way too thin, but with a little meat on your bones ... Oh, to be a sophomore in high school again.

Okay, be quiet, everyone. Mrs. Silky's talking to me.

"Jason, would you stay a minute after the bell, please."

"Woo-ooh, Ja-son!"

Great, the whole class thinks I'm a dweeb now.

CRAZY GLUE: Yeah, like they didn't already.

LAUGH TRACK: Uh-oh! (A twitter of laughter).


You, you might as well sit down and watch the show. Later you can decide what kind of audience member you'd like to be. 

AUNT BEE: I hate when you get yourself in trouble.

CRAZY GLUE: Old Silky's going to give it to you now.

SEXY LADY: Come on over here, You, and sit next to me. Make yourself comfortable. Don't worry if you're a little confused. Jason will explain everything. He narrates his life as he goes along.

CRAZY GLUE: Yeah, he does it for the visually impaired in the audience.

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: That's not it at all. Jason likes to keep his mind busy because he's afraid of mental silences. Disturbing thoughts lurk just beneath the surface and he knows it. Keep up the mental chatter, my boy.

Everyone has disturbing thoughts. It's normal. It's perfectly normal.

CRAZY GLUE: Sure it is, pal.



Chapter Two

THE BELL RINGS. I sit at my desk and wait for the rest of the class to leave. I hear some of the kids snicker behind me. I hear my name. I remember that swirlie I got in fifth grade and I feel sick to my stomach. 

After more than four years of keeping to myself and flying under the radar at school, I've blown my cover. Not that I didn't have some help. Somehow, maybe through the newspapers, the school found out my mom died a few months ago. That's what started it.

And now I've been having these strange impulses...

SEXY LADY: Mmm, impulses! Very hot!

Not like that. It's like in this honors English class. We're reading Moby Dick. We had to write these weekly essays on the book and every time I wrote about Captain Ahab, I wrote "Cap'n," which is driving Old Silky nuts. She's written on each essay, "Captain Ahab, please!" She took two points off my last paper for every "Cap'n." Now I know she's making me stay after class to talk about it. That's a first. Staying after class is a definite attention 
getter. What was I thinking? I mean, I don't know what I'm doing lately. 

SEXY LADY: It's those impulses.

I'm just tired, that's all—tired and grouchy.

Everyone's gone, so I stand up and make my way to Silky's desk. I do this thing now when I get really embarrassed so that my face doesn't turn red—I press my tongue really hard against the roof of my mouth. So that's what I do, but my bird heart is flapping like crazy. It wants out of its cage!

AUNT BEE: You haven't explained to You about the bird heart.

CRAZY GLUE: I'll do it! I'll do it! Jason, raised by his parents on the myths of Greek gods and heroes, thinks his heart is really a bird, a cardinal, flapping around in his rib cage. He came up with this dopey idea when he was just a kid, but even now at fifteen he half believes it. What a goob!

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: Buck up, son. Here it comes.

"Jason, what is this 'Cap'n' you keep writing? I told you on your other two essays that I didn't want Captain Ahab's name abbreviated. He's not a box of cereal."

LAUGH TRACK: Ha. Ha.

Mrs. Silky is short and plump but with tiny bird bones, so her wrists and ankles look too skinny for her body, and she has lots of loose cheek skin, so when she talks, all that skin wobbles. Her head kind of shakes, too. Maybe she has the beginnings of Parkinson's disease.


I watch her cheeks wobble, and I nod in response because, with my tongue still pressed to the roof of my mouth, I can't talk. 

Mrs. Silky continues. "I know you understand what I'm saying. I'm beginning to think this is just sheer belligerence. I don't know what's gotten into you."

She looks at me. She seems plenty angry. Her cheeks and head are really shaking; her eyes look hard. I think she wants me to explain what's gotten into me, but I don't know, so I just stand with my arms straight down, crossed in front of me like a shield, hands in fists, head bowed, and I wait for her to dismiss me.

She doesn't. LAUGH TRACK: Uh-oh!

"And why are you dating all your papers with the wrong dates? Other teachers are complaining, too. Mr. O'Hagan, Mrs. Eugene, all your teachers." Silky picks up my essay and shakes it at me, but I keep my head down, just seeing her out of the corner of my eye. "July fifteenth, you wrote here, and this other one"—she picks up my other essay—"you wrote October twelfth. It's January. I know you know that." Silky sets the papers down and reaches a hand out to me, almost touching my arm, and I lift my head.

"Is this about your mother? Hmm? She died last October, didn't she? You know we're all very sorry for your loss."

"Thank you."


LAUGH TRACK: Isn't that a shame. 

CRAZY GLUE: Jason hates when people mention his mother. He doesn't like to think about her.

AUNT BEE: If I weren't just a figment of his imagination, I'd fix him a nice apple pie. That would help him feel better.

I ought to tell her to lay off. I hate that people are talking about me.

CRAZY GLUE: Go ahead, dumb-dumb. Explain about the dates while you're at it.

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: Don't listen to him.

Old Silky gives me this pitying look. Her baggy eyes sag a little lower. "Life is unfair, but that doesn't give anyone a free ride. I expect excellence from you, Ja-son, as always. I don't know what you're doing writing these silly dates down but..."

CRAZY GLUE: Tell her! Go ahead. Just do it! Say what you're thinking, for once!

"It's—it's just that dates and times are really so arbitrary—I think."

Silky lets go of my paper and it lands on her desk. "Arbitrary? If everyone felt that way, where would we be?" Silky shakes her jowls side to side and stares up at me. I hate that I'm taller than she is. It feels wrong, somehow.

"Well, it's like—we've all supposedly agreed to start counting from the year of Jesus' birth, like the world didn't exist until then. It's just a way of counting 
that we all are supposed to go along with, but I don't remember getting a vote. I mean, I don't agree." 

CRAZY GLUE: That's telling her.

AUNT BEE: Be careful, Jason. I don't have a good feeling about this.

CRAZY GLUE: Go on. Tell her what you're thinking. You're already into it now; a little deeper won't hurt anything.

"It's just, well, no offense to Jesus, but why not use the Jewish calendar or the Greek lunar calendar? Why don't we have a vote every four years, like with the presidents, and give everybody's calendar a chance?"

Silky's got her cheeks and jowls all puffed out now, like a blowfish.

LAUGH TRACK: (Laughter).

She lets it blow. Her breath hits my face. It smells like mothballs. "'No offense to Jesus'? Jason Papadopoulos, I'm surprised at you! I really am."

CRAZY GLUE: Way to go, buddy!

"I—I—I, well, I just can't bring myself to write January. I mean, what's January? It's nothing. It means nothing. It's just a word—blah—a dumb word."

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: I hate to mention it, but maybe the present dates don't mean anything to you because your mother's no longer in them. You've been dating your papers with the date your mother came out of her coma, and the date she came home from the hospital, and the day before she went back into the hospital and died. Am I the only one who's noticed this?

LAUGH TRACK: No! (Laughter).


Silky shakes her wobbly head one more time. "'Nothing'? A dumb word ? Jason, I just don't know what's gotten into you." 

CRAZY GLUE: She said that already.

I don't know what's gotten into me, either. Maybe I'm just tired of being invisible.

LAUGH TRACK: Uh-oh!

AUNT BEE: You want a friend, dear.

Old Silky clears her throat, and I bite down on my lower lip and wait for her to blast me some more, but her voice is suddenly quiet, kind of tender.

CRAZY GLUE: Oh puke!

"I'm just going to warn you, on tomorrow's exam I want to see you write 'Captain,' not 'Cap'n.' One 'Cap'n' and you just might flunk the test. Do you understand?"

I nod. "Yes."

"Good." She straightens her shoulders. "And I want the proper date, as well." She hesitates, and then, with her index finger on her chin she adds, "I think it might help you to see Dr. Gomez. Hmm?"

LAUGH TRACK: Uh-oh!

"Now, here's your pass. You'd better get on to your next class."

Dr. Gomez! The school shrink? No way, lady.

CRAZY GLUE: Better not write 'Cap'n' anymore.

I take the pass and leave. Behind me I hear her mutter, "No offense to Jesus, indeed."



Chapter Three

FOUR DAYS LATER I've decided I'm in a Greek tragedy. My mom's dead, my dad's crazy, and now it's lunchtime and I'm on my way to Dr. Gomez's office. What could be worse? 

CRAZY GLUE: You could be dead, for starters.

You all are like my Greek chorus. Yeah, I'm a real live, walking Greek tragedy.

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: To be accurate, since you're living in America, it would be an American tragedy, and we're your American chorus.

Anyway! The point is I can't go see a shrink.

AUNT BEE: What are you so afraid of, dear?

I'm not afraid. Who says I'm afraid? It's just that there will be other kids there. I'm going to be wasting my whole lunch hour talking with a shrink and a bunch of psycho kids.

CRAZY GLUE: Better than eating alone like you usually do.

I don't need to see a shrink. Is writing "Cap'n" on my test really a reason for therapy? I don't think so. Oh, and I've got to lug this tray of hot food from the cafeteria with me because I'm on the free lunch program. I know nobody else in the group will have a tray. They'll know I'm on the program. They'll know we don't have any money. I mean look, people in the hallway are staring at me. Man, this is the pits. And we have to sit on the floor in there. That's what I heard. What are we, five years old? 

CRAZY GLUE: You had to do it. You had to write "Cap'n" on that exam.

LAUGH TRACK: (Laughter).

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: Not once but three times. She took off thirty points, plus five for the answer you actually got wrong and five points off for writing the wrong date, for a final grade of sixty. You failed, my boy.

I couldn't help it. I don't know why, but I had to do it. I had to write "Cap'n."

SEXY LADY: It's those impulses again.

It was an easy test, too. Now I have to see a shrink because Old Silky feels I'm not coping well with Mom's death. What does she know about it? How am I supposed to cope? I'm doin' great!

SEXY LADY: I think people who see shrinks are hot.

CRAZY GLUE: Don't do it. Don't go. Ditch it. You've got too many secrets. What about your dad? Your mom always warned you not to draw attention to yourself. Now look at you—you're doing it left and right. You want everyone to find out about him? They'll haul him away and then where will you be? Homeless, that's where.

AUNT BEE: Oh dear, Jason, I told you to be careful.


FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: Are we all forgetting the letters? Jason, a young boy of fifteen, who pictures himself in some kind of Greek tragedy, can't navigate his own life to, well, save his life, and yet he's giving advice to other kids in the school newspaper. 

CRAZY GLUE: He's a Dear Abby! How ironic is that? Man, if anybody ever finds out, they'll hang him by his nostrils.

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: He'll give himself away talking to a shrink. They're very good at prying secrets out of unsuspecting young people. They're sneaky. Whatever possessed you, son?

The letters. Crap! I almost forgot about them. How was I to know that my letter to the editor would get other kids writing to me asking for advice?

SEXY LADY: I think letter writers are hot!

AUNT BEE: It was a very good letter, Jason. Let's see—how did it go?


Dear Editor:

I just wanted to get a few things off my chest. For instance, J.C. and T.F., get a room! I mean, every day you're in front of the lockers, rolling all over them and swallowing each other's tongues. Nobody can get to his locker without having to unhitch the two of you. Give it a rest for five seconds, why don't you? Try having a conversation for once. And M.V., what are you thinking? P.R. isn't going to ever, ever, ask you out. I know this for a fact. Give up already and find somebody worthy of you. You're beautiful and talented, and you have a really pretty laugh. If P.R. can't see that, then he's a jerk. He's a jerk, anyway. Besides, look to your left in English. Somebody over there likes you, and no, it's not 
 me. I'm not even in your class; I just hear things. Also, a certain teacher says "well" a million times per class. If you don't know who you are, you do now. Find something else to say, or just be silent for a second and gather your thoughts. You're driving your students crazy. They can't concentrate on anything besides counting how many "well's you say. Finally, S.S., you're cool no matter what anybody thinks. Your parents are totally wrong about you; you'll make something of yourself. You just need to build up your confidence a little. I bet you'd be a good swimmer. You're built like a swimmer. You ought to try out for the swim team or get into karate if you have the money. Anyway, you're smarter than anybody gives you credit for. I know; I've been listening to you.

Okay, that's it for now.

A. Nonny Mous



CRAZY GLUE: I always liked that signature. Very funny. A. Nonny Mous, ha, ha!

LAUGH TRACK: (Laughter).

CRAZY GLUE: And now the kids just call you Mouse in their letters. How appropriate is that. You are such a total mouse!

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: Not anymore, he isn't. This mouse is starting to have an edge.

AUNT BEE: You're the mouse that roared. Isn't there a book by that name?

I wish I hadn't done that. But I felt I just had to e-mail that letter to the editor before I went nuts. People are so thick sometimes. Since I'm invisible around here, 
people don't even notice what they say around me. I know practically everything that goes on in this school. Anyway, I think I'm getting grouchy in my old age. 

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: Something's got hold of you lately. And that's what's going to get you in trouble in this group. You can't shut up anymore. Years of holding it in and now—look out, world, Jason is on the rampage.

Oh, I'll keep my mouth shut in there. Only reason I'm going to this thing is because I have to or Old Silky will get the school to call Dad. I had to fake his signature on the permission slip.

AUNT BEE: You write just like him. No one would ever guess.

I swear, I'm just going to sit there, and if I have to answer any questions, I'll just lie. That's all. I'll just lie through my teeth.

SEXY LADY: I think your teeth are hot. Very straight and white. If only you could get your father to brush his teeth and groom himself, he wouldn't look half so crazy.

CRAZY GLUE: You're so going to screw up. (Laughter).

LAUGH TRACK: (Laughter).

Okay, I'm here. Everybody be quiet.

CRAZY GLUE: (Whispers) Enter the goob, wearing jeans that are way too short, a dark plaid shirt taken from his father's drawer, holes in his dingy white socks, and for that extra goob effect, his dad's old leather boat shoes—a perfect fit on the feet of his growing, and growing, son. How's the weather up there, goob?

LAUGH TRACK: (Laughter).


SEXY LADY: I think tall men are hot. 

AUNT BEE: Leave the boy be, now. Can't you see he's nervous enough? I just wish you had some better food. I think it's malnourishment making you so cranky.

Come on, everybody—be quiet. If I blow this, I'm out on the streets and my dad gets locked up in a loony bin. I've got to focus.

CRAZY GLUE: Focus, everybody. Let's focus!

LAUGH TRACK: Uh-oh. (Nervous laughter).



Chapter Four

I STEP INSIDE Dr. Gomez's office and I'm hit by bright colors everywhere: reds, greens, yellows, oranges, a kaleidoscope of colors. The place is a mess. The desk is covered with papers and books and little gadgets, painted rocks with words on them like peace, and love, blah blah blah, and there's this one wall with a painting of birds and trees and mountains and sunshine, and painted in black is the line, "Somewhere over the Rainbow." The mural is by a girl in my class, Shelby Majors. 

CRAZY GLUE: What a showoff. She can never paint just a painting. It's always something huge. She's got that huge canvas hanging in the sophomore wing, too.

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: It's a collage.

AUNT BEE: It's a mess. I have to agree with Crazy Glue; she is a bit of a showoff.

Hey, haven't any of you noticed, there aren't any windows in here? I don't think I can breathe in a room without windows. I'm starting to panic.

LAUGH TRACK: Uh-oh! (Nervous laughter).

"It's pretty busy in here, isn't it."

I whip around to find Shelby Majors standing in 
the doorway behind me. The food on my tray slides to the right and I quickly straighten the tray, but my cling peaches dish soars. It lands upside down at Shelby's feet. 

LAUGH TRACK: (Laughter).

I squat and, with one hand steadying my tray, try to reach the peaches to pick them up with the other. "Oh jeez! I can't believe I did that."

CRAZY GLUE: Good one, goob.

"Oh, sorry, my fault for sneaking up on you like that. Let me help." Shelby kneels beside me and helps me scoop up the mess. If she weren't there, I'd put it all back in the dish and eat the peaches anyway. I'm that hungry. But now I drop them in the black plastic wastebasket I find beside Dr. Gomez's metal desk.

Shelby grabs my napkin and dabs at the peach juice on the rug. She finishes with a big wipe, then wads the napkin and pitches it into the basket. "Oh well, at least it wasn't your spaghetti, right?"

SEXY LADY: She's being nice, but she's still a showoff, remember.

"What? Oh yeah." I check my spaghetti to make sure it's still on the plate. "Right." Focus, everybody.

We both stand up and I notice I tower over her. She has to be just barely over five feet tall, maybe five two, and I'm five eight, at least last time I measured I was, which was a while ago, back when my pants actually fit me. She has a head of thick, rusty-colored hair, and she's got on a Yankees baseball cap that just kind of 
floats on top. I don't know how she's keeping it on her head. She's wearing some shapely flowery shirt thing, shorts or pants that come to her knees, and those clog-type shoes with no socks. It's January, people! It's fifteen degrees out, people! 

LAUGH TRACK: (Laughter).

"Anyway," Shelby says, "I was just saying, it's kind of noisy in here with all the stuff—all the colored walls and the shelves with the games and books and these flags"—she points to the red, green, orange, and purple flags hanging from the ceiling—"and the pillows on the floor. Even my mural's noisy, but I like it." She flops herself down on one of the pillows, sits cross-legged, and sets her bag lunch in her lap. "Notice there aren't any windows in here? I'm sure it's intentional. Like a cocoon, or a womb, right?"

I press my tongue to the roof of my mouth when she says "womb." I check the door. I want to bolt.

CRAZY GLUE: I told you you should have ditched.

AUNT BEE: Sit down, Jason. She won't bite.

SEXY LADY: I don't think she's pretty. All those freckles all over her face and arms and legs. Does anybody else think she's attractive?

LAUGH TRACK: Yes!

SEXY LADY: Okay, she's got big boobs, but boobs aren't everything.

CRAZY GLUE: Yes, they are.

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: I have to agree with C.G. on that one.

"So sit down. The others will be along in a minute."


Shelby pats the floor. "Dr. Gomez is usually a little late 'cause she's driving over from one of the other schools she works at." 

"Oh yeah? Well, okay," I say. I sit down on a large red pillow across from her, set my tray on the floor so it covers up the peach juice stain, and since I don't know what else to do, I twirl some spaghetti on my fork and take a bite. Then I notice Shelby unwrapping a roast beef sandwich. She pulls it out and mashes it between her hands.

CRAZY GLUE: I know what you're thinking. Go ahead, say it.

AUNT BEE: Shh. Don't say a word.

CRAZY GLUE: Say it, goob!

"So, uh—what are you doing there to that sandwich, cause like the cow's already dead."

LAUGH TRACK: (Laughter).

Shelby laughs, too, only her laugh doesn't reach her eyes. Her eyes look tired, sad. "What, this?" She holds out her sandwich with the bread now pounded flat. "I like to flatten the bread so I get more of the roast-beef flavor and less bread flavor."

"Why don't you just take the meat out of the bread and eat it plain, then?"

"Oh, I like the bread, just not too much." She takes a bite and smiles.

CRAZY GLUE: Okay, now we know why she's in therapy.

LAUGH TRACK: (Laughter).

CRAZY GLUE: She's even weirder than you are. That's what this group 
 therapy is, a group for weirdos. You'll get labeled a weirdo and then what will happen to you? More swirlies? Shh!

We sit across from each other saying nothing for about a minute, eating our lunches, and I keep catching myself staring at her—uh—legs.

CRAZY GLUE: Right, her legs.

SEXY LADY: She's not that hot.

Shelby opens her mouth to speak, and since I figure it's probably something like "Knock it off, you perv," I stare down at my food and press my tongue against the roof of my mouth. Then the door opens and two guys walk in. They're laughing, and behind them I see Dr. Gomez.

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: Notice they all have sack lunches.

They say hi to Shelby and me, really casual-like, as if I've been in this group all along.

I move my tray up off the floor, uncovering the peach juice stain, and set it in my lap before one of the guys steps on it.

AUNT BEE: I know you're embarrassed about the tray of food, but remember, you need this meal. It's the most food you get to eat all day.

LAUGH TRACK: Isn't that a shame?

Dr. Gomez folds herself into a giant beanbag, spreads out a napkin on her lap, and sets a sandwich, pear, and carrot sticks on it. She flips her long thick braid behind her. Then she takes a bite of one of the carrot 
sticks and nods at me. "Does everyone here know Jason Papadopoulos?" 

Dr. Gomez smiles and I press my tongue against the roof of my mouth. I glance at the three of them staring at me and give a quick nod. There's Shelby, of course, and then there's Haze Horton, a junior. He's this lanky guy who always looks like he slept in his clothes all week and just woke up. He's got smudgy eye makeup with three white teardrops outlined in black that run from his left eye down his cheek. He also has a scraggly black beard and a voice that's about two octaves lower than mine. He's in my phys ed class because it was the only time he could fit the class into his schedule, so I know he can't play ball to save his life.

CRAZY GLUE: He runs like a dork.

Finally, there's Pete Funkel, also a junior. I feel a bit better seeing that he's in this therapy thing, too. Pete's an activist for animal rights and peace and stuff. He speaks up for what he believes. I really admire him for that. He's got a shaved head, which has something to do with his being a Zen Buddhist, but I don't know what.

The three of them nod at me and Haze says, "Sure, we know Pope-a-Dope. How ya doin', man?"

"All right," I say, then press my tongue to the roof of my mouth.

AUNT BEE: Pope-a-Dope. The phys ed teacher calls you that, or the Popester. I wish he wouldn't. Now everyone's calling you that.


FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: He's just trying to make him feel included—one of the guys. 

AUNT BEE: Well, I wish he wouldn't try so hard.

Pete puts his hands together like he's about to pray, bows his head toward me, and says, "Welcome."

I mumble, "Thanks."

CRAZY GLUE: Get out now! That Zen stuff is too weird.

Dr. Gomez smiles this big smile so that her eyes squint up really small and friendly. She's got big dangling earrings on and this rainbow-colored skirt. She's just like her office, kaleidoscopic.

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: Great word—kaleidoscopic.

"Jason," she says, turning her smile on me, "we always start these sessions by telling the group something that we're grateful for."

CRAZY GLUE: Gulp!

"Okay—uh-huh." I smile.

CRAZY GLUE: Nice fake smile, there, goob. Are they going to force you to talk? Or will they just sit and wait for you until you say something?

Shelby wrinkles up her nose. "It's one of Pete's Buddhist ideas. You'll get used to it."

"And it's a good one," Dr. Gomez says, glancing at Pete. "It reminds us there's always something we can be grateful for, no matter what our situation." She turns to Haze. "Haze, why don't you start and we'll go around the room counterclockwise."

I look from Haze to Pete.


FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: That's right, Pope-a-Dope. You're third. What are you going to say? 

CRAZY GLUE: Make something up. Lie!

I glance at the exit across the room. I want out. The bird in my chest is crashing up against its cage. I can feel the heavy thump, thump, thump of its feverish body inside, and I open my mouth, not to speak, but to let the bird out so I can breathe.

Haze says, "Yeah, okay, I'm grateful for..." He pauses and looks up at the ceiling, his big Adams apple poking out of his neck from beneath his beard. "Yeah, all right, I'm ready." He looks at us. "I'm sooo grateful that Mr. Moon didn't ask us to turn in our homework today, because I didn't do it." He glances at Dr. Gomez. "Our house was a complete madhouse yesterday; I mean berserko."

Pete says, "I'm grateful that my dad spent last night safe in a shelter." He bows his head at me, indicating it's my turn.

"Who, me?"

CRAZY GLUE: Way to buy some more time, jacko.

AUNT BEE: Tell them how grateful you are to have that tray of food you're gripping so hard, and that you're happy to be in this nice warm room, and you're grateful you didn't have rain dripping through the cracks in your ceiling last night, and that your dear father is still safely at home, we hope.

CRAZY GLUE: Do not listen to her. Lie!

"I'm—uh—I—I pass," I finally say.


Shelby slams down the last bit of her sandwich and yells at me. "What? No way, Pope-a-Dope. You can't come in here and listen in on our lives and just sit there. We're not a peepshow, you know. No passes! No passes!" 

While she's saying this, Dr. Gomez is trying to shush her, and Shelby turns her fiery gaze on her. "What? It's no fair. He can't just come here and spy on us."

"Hey man, lighten up. He's not spying. He's just nervous and wants to check us out some more. Right, Dr. G?" Haze nods at her.

Before Dr. Gomez can speak, Shelby jumps back in. "If he can't even come up with something to be grateful for, I mean, give me a break. It's not like he's telling us how many times a day he jerks off."

"All right!" Dr. Gomez raises both her hands. She looks at me with this smile that I think is supposed to be friendly, but I can tell she's irked.

CRAZY GLUE: Irked? She's pissed.

SEXY LADY: Does anyone think this Gomez lady's hot?

LAUGH TRACK: Yes!

SEXY LADY: But I'm hotter, right?

LAUGH TRACK: Yes!

SEXY LADY: Okay, then.

"Jason, you don't have to speak if you don't want to."

Shelby huffs and leans against the wall, crossing her arms.

Dr. Gomez, both hands still in the air, directs one at Shelby, using her hand as a stop sign. "You don't 
have to speak, but please know you're safe in here. Despite Shelby's outburst, we're all pulling for one another in this group. Now"—she lowers her arms and settles her hands back in her lap—"I'm sure you have many things to say that would be helpful to the rest of the group." 

CRAZY GLUE: I'm sure he doesn't.

I nod. "Yeah, okay." I think of my dad and the can of soup I left on the counter for his lunch. I hope he's eating it. "I'm—uh, I'm grateful for soup."

Pete and Haze laugh, but Shelby makes this teeth-sucking noise and lets out another big sigh.

CRAZY GLUE: Soup! Way to go, bozo.

LAUGH TRACK: (Laughter).

"Care to elaborate on that?" Dr. Gomez smiles at me, and this time it's her friendly, squinty-eyed smile.

CRAZY GLUE: No.

"Um, it's nourishing?"

Haze and Pete chuckle again, and Shelby shakes her head and rolls her eyes.

Dr. Gomez tilts her head as though trying to figure out whether I'm really this stupid.

LAUGH TRACK: Yes!

Then Gomez nods slowly as if she's understanding something very deep and, after another couple of seconds, changes direction. "Shelby, it's your turn."

Shelby raises her arms, then lets them flop in her lap. "Well, crap. I was going to say I'm grateful that Jason has joined our group, but now I don't know what to say." 

"Well, I'm grateful," Pete says, and then Haze nods.

"Me too. Glad you're here, dude."

"Shelby," Dr. Gomez says, "why don't you tell Jason why you particularly wanted him to join us."

LAUGH TRACK: (Everyone's mouth hangs open in disbelief).

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: Didn't Old Silky send you here?

CRAZY GLUE: Yeah, to deal.

Have they all been talking about me?

CRAZY GLUE: And you thought you were invisible.

Shelby sits up and inches her butt away from the wall a little.

CRAZY GLUE: She's blushing.

SEXY LADY: She thinks you're a hottie.

I press my tongue extra hard against the roof of my mouth.

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: Why don't you keep it there and save yourself some time.

CRAZY GLUE: You're sweating something fierce. You've got wet rings under your arms. Really attractive there, buddy.

Haze and Pete are staring at me as if my last forkful of spaghetti is sitting in a pile on top of my head.

"Well," Shelby says, "I thought you could tell us about your mother and, like, what happened to her and all, and how you dealt with her dying and how you got over it. I—I'm just glad to have someone here who's kind of in the same boat. I mean, my mom's 
dying. She'll be gone by the end of the school year. I just want to know what it's like." She shrugs and blinks her eyes several times. She turns toward Haze. "Haze, your parents are getting a divorce and that's really hard to go through, I know, but your parents are still alive, right? And Pete"—she glances at him—"your dad's doin' drugs again and it's bad, and it's taking a lot out of your family to care for him, and I know it's terrible, okay, but, like, I need to talk to someone who's been through just what I'm about to go through, someone who's lost his mom." She fixes her eyes on me. "I want to know that there's the other side of all this pain. I want to know that someday I'll make it to the other side and it won't hurt so much. I just want Jason to tell me this." 

Now everyone's staring at me, waiting for me to say something, and I don't know what to say 'cause I'm so blown away.

CRAZY GLUE: I'll tell you what to say. Nothing! What pain? You're doing great. You didn't even cry when your mother died, and you loved your mother.

AUNT BEE: But aren't we supposed to cry when someone dies?

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: Don't go there.

CRAZY GLUE: Say nothing. You're doing fine. Your dad's doing fine. Everything's fine. There's no pain. What the hell is she even talking about?

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: The dad's not so fine.

CRAZY GLUE: Okay, so he stopped taking his meds after the mom died, but goob's dealing with it. The dad'll turn back around. 
 He always does. Just give him time. It just takes time. They don't have any money; that's the real problem.

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: That's because his dad hasn't worked since the stroke—since before that, even.

CRAZY GLUE: Big deal. We've been here before, when his mom was alive, and we managed. It's fine. It's great, Jason; you're doing great.

SEXY LADY: I'm with Crazy Glue. You're handling things just fine.

I really need some windows in here. I need fresh air. I don't feel well at all. I feel like something's splitting inside of me, ripping right down the center of my brain. I've got to do something to stop this feeling. My throat is so dry. I need air!

CRAZY GLUE: Didn't mean to stir things up, buddy. Come on—keep it together. You're fine, remember?

LAUGH TRACK: Isn't it a shame? He's falling apart.

FBG WITH A MUSTACHE: Just hold on, kiddo.

AUNT BEE: It's all right, Jason. It's going to be all right.

Everyone is waiting for me to say something. I put my fork down and I notice my hand is shaking. I look at Dr. Gomez. She nods.

"Well," I finally say, "I don't know." My voice is hoarse. I take a gulp of milk.

"What don't you know?" Shelby asks, leaning toward me.

"Patience, Shelb," Pete says.

I move my tray to the floor and stare down at the few green beans left in the dish. "I don't know what 
happened to my mother. I mean, one minute we're hiking up Mount Washington in New Hampshire and the next minute she's fallen on the rocks. But she didn't really fall; she had a stroke." I pick up a bean and squeeze it between my fingers. 

CRAZY GLUE: You don't want to go there.

"Whoa! That's intense, man," Haze says. He leans forward, puts his hand on my shoulder, and kind of shakes me.

AUNT BEE: He's odd-looking and runs like a dork, but he's a nice young man.

"So what did you do?" Shelby asks. "I mean how do you cope? I think when my mom goes, I don't know. I think I'm going to want to go with her. I'm already in mourning. I cry all the time. I just can't see my life without her. I don't know how you can sit here like nothing's happened. I mean, your mom's dead!" Shelby shouts the word "dead" and it rings in my ears.

Everybody in the room says, "Shelby!"

Shelby turns and shakes her head at them. "What? I'm just being honest. Sorry, Jason. I need to know how you get over something like—"

I don't let her finish. I pitch the green bean onto my tray. "I don't know how you'll deal with getting over losing your mother. I mean, you just—you just kind of have to keep going, okay? What else can you do? Jeez!"

CRAZY GLUE: Your arms are flapping. Rein it in, buddy.


I drop my arms, then fall against the wall and draw my knees up in front of me. 

CRAZY GLUE: Shut up! Just shut up! Shut up!

SEXY LADY: You knew better than to go there.

"Yeah, man," Haze says, nodding. He pulls a container of applesauce out of his lunch sack, pulls the foil off the top, and takes a lick. I see a big blob of sauce on his tongue before he pulls it in and swallows. "Yeah, like my dad, whoa! He drove his car straight into our garage last night—with the door closed! The garage door was closed, man. He sooo did it on purpose." He looks at all of us. "Wild, right? My mom's getting the main house in the divorce and he's totally freakin' over it. I swear." He shakes his head and tosses a potato chip into his mouth. "I mean, by the time they're through playing dueling banjos, man, one of them's gonna be dead in the bed, you know?" He chuckles and wags his head again, but he doesn't look too happy about it. Then he jerks his head back and pops his eyes wide open and says, "But, what the hell, like Jason says, what ya gonna do? You just gotta keep going. Right? Right?" He looks at all of us.

"Your parents are nuts," Pete says. He sits with his legs crossed and his back straight. He looks as if he's meditating. He runs his hand over his bald head. "Who cares about a house? He's got his life. That should be enough. Why isn't that enough?"


I stare at my knees and think about the leaks in our roof and the chunks of plaster that keep falling from the ceilings upstairs. 

"You're right," Haze says. "Americans have too much stuff these days, man. My parents are doin' a tug of war over fur coats and the Lexus and who gets which house, and it's absotively, posolutely crap. It's all crap. Who cares? You know?"

"But do you really think that's what they're fighting over?" Dr. Gomez asks him.

Haze and Pete and Dr. Gomez spend the rest of the lunch period discussing power battles and control issues—that's what they call them—and I sit there just listening and staring at my knees.

I look up when Haze says, "My dad's acting like a complete lunatic," and I see Shelby staring right at me.

I look back down at my tray, and then after a minute or so I steal another glance at her. She's still staring at me with her Yankees cap tilted back so her brown eyes, her big, sad, nonblinking brown eyes, bore right into me. What's her problem? She's making my skin crawl.

SEXY LADY: It's love.

CRAZY GLUE: More like she's trying to figure out if the goob is really as dumb as he acts.

Pete tells us about his family's plan to do an intervention on his father and we all clap.


"I've been lighting candles and meditating on it a long time, now, and I think an intervention is the only option we have left," Pete says. He lowers his head toward his clasped hands and adds, "He'll die if he doesn't get back into rehab." 

Shelby reaches over and hugs Pete, and everybody nods and agrees that an intervention is a good idea. I just sit there.

When the bell rings, we all stand. Shelby, Dr. Gomez, and Haze wad their lunch sacks and toss them into the wastebasket on top of my cling peaches, but Pete, who hadn't taken a bite out of his lunch all period, sets his sack on my tray. He says, "Real glad you're in the group, Jason." Then he gives me another one of those weird bows with the prayerful hands, and before I can think through what just happened and decide whether to give the lunch back or take it gratefully and give it to my dad, he's gone, lost in the throng of students making their way to their next classes.
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