
      
      
         
            
            
         
      
      
   
      
         
         
         
            
            teens Love THINGS CHANGE

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            "I just wanted to tell you just how much I loved your book Things Change.

            
            
            It made me laugh, it made me cry, and most importantly it made me think."

            
            
         

         
         
         —Sarah, agefifteen, Connecticut

         
         
         
         
         
            
            "I loved Johanna in all of her nerdy glory before she met Paul. You actually captured an insecure teenage girl very well, and since I highly doubt you've ever been an insecure teenage girl, I was really surprised because Johanna could be someone at my school."

            
            
            —Amber, age sixteen, Pennsylvania

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            "I'm a person who hates to read. I've only read about five books in the past eight years. When I saw this book, I read the cover and decided that this would be a book I would buy. I started reading, and I couldn't put it down . . . I stayed up until three in the morning just to finish it!"

            
            
            —Jen, age fourteen, New York

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            "I just finished reading Things Change and I believe this may be one of the truest fiction novels I have ever read. My ex-boyfriend was abusive and, like Paul, always promised to stop. I enjoyed this book, and it will sit on my shelf forever."
            

            
            
            —Hannah, age sixteen, Nebraska

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            "I just got out of a bad relationship where some of the things my boyfriend said to me were exactly like Paul. About five days ago, my best friends gave me the book Things Change. I hate reading. It just doesn't interest me. But I finished it in three days. I want to read it again so badly, but the way I have been talking about it, all my friends want to read it. So I'm passing it on."
            

            
            
            —Kaylee, age thirteen, New Jersey

            
            
         

         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            More praise for

            
            
         

         
         
         THINGS CHANGE

         
         
         
         
         
            
            A 2005 Quick Pick for Reluctant Young Adult Readers

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            "A debut novel that is both forceful and cautionary."

            
            
                  
         
         —Booklist

         
         


         
         
         
            
            "From the ironic title to the uncompromising ending,

            
            
            tension dragged me by the hair through Things Change by Patrick Jones. The details are revealed relentlessly and steadily, with each twist tightening the noose of obsession, neediness, abuse, and control There is humor here, but it's mixed with a darker seam, which I found intriguing. I don't think I'll ever listen to Springsteen the same way again."
            

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            —ANNETTE CURTIS KLAUSE, author of Blood and Chocolate

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            In his passionate first novel, noted librarian Patrick Jones examines the one constant in young adult lives: change! And he does it beautifully—with compelling insight; dramatic empathy; and unsentimental, tough-minded but sympathetic understanding. Things Change is a transformative reading experience, and I wouldn't change a word of it."
            

            
            
         

         
         
         —MICHAEL CART, former president of YALSA and author of My Father's Scar and Necessary Noise

         
         
         
         
         
            
            "The stakes for a young human being to come of age are always high, but in Patrick Jones's Things Change the stakes are mortal. It's an important novel for young readers—young women and men—and for their parents."

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            —TERRY DAVIS, author of If Rock and Roll Were a Machine
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         ONE

         
         
         
         
         "I want you to kiss me."

         
         
         
         
         Paul almost drove his black Firebird off the road when he heard those words come from my mouth. He pushed the blond hair out of his eyes as he turned to look at the lips that had just told him they wanted to be kissed. Turning the volume up on the CD player to push the loud, crashing sounds through the open windows and out into the cool September Michigan air, he stared straight ahead at the interstate before him, ignoring the question chasing behind him.

         
         
         
         
         I shifted in my seat, digging my short, well-chewed' fingernails into the upholstery. I pulled a deep breath into my lungs and prepared to repeat the statement. This was more difficult than the first time. It was like being knocked down by a punch, only to come back with, "Thank you, sir. May I have another?" I was being Daddy's perfect, tough little marine girl.

         
         
         
         
         "I want you to kiss me."

         
         
         
         
         Softer now. The words vanished into the silence as Paul ejected the CD from the player. The silence was broken by Paul slapping the senior-class ring jammed on his finger against the steering wheel as he pulled the car off the interstate onto the shoulder. I just stared at the floor of the car, wishing I could take it all back.

         
         
         
         
         "I'm sorry," Paul said gently, "but I don't want to kiss you." He stared straight ahead at the taillights of the passing cars as they disappeared over the horizon. It looked like they were falling off the end of the earth.

         
         
         
         
         I wrapped my arms around myself as a chill shot through my body. I pulled my blazer tighter around me, trying to hold in any tears or hint of emotion.

         
         
         
         
         "I just—" Paul started, but when his eyes met mine, the words choked back in his throat. He reached over to jam the CD back into the player. I was desperate now. Before he could move away, I, this girl he barely knew, reached out and gave his hand a light squeeze. I wanted to touch him; I wanted him to want to touch me. I forced the final attempt from the back of my throat and the front of my heart.

         
         
         
         
         "Well, do you think you will ever want to kiss me?" I asked, choosing a tone that suggested amusement rather than disappointment or desire, trying to hide my desperation. I marked the end of the question by pushing the CD back into the player, turning the volume up to the max. I sat straight up in the seat, waiting, and bracing myself, for him to deliver the final blow.
         

         
         
         
         
         Paul slammed the car back into drive, squealed the tires, and sped back out on the interstate. When the car kicked up to eighty miles per hour, he let out a small laugh. He never took his eyes off the gray asphalt stretching out before him as he shrugged his shoulders and said, with a hint of a smile, "Well, Johanna, things change."

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         TWO

         
         
         
         
         "Aren't you a little late, Johanna? You're supposed to call when you're going to be late."

         
         
         
         
         I had barely managed to get inside the door before my mother began her interrogation. It seemed when she spoke to me anymore, it was like Jeopardy: Her words always came in the form of a question.

         
         
         
         
         "Why were you late?"

         
         
         
         
         I focused my eyes on the carpet, hiding the fact I had dampened the sidewalk between the driveway and the front door with a few ounces of tears. "I had a student council meeting to cover for the school paper. I thought I told you."

         
         
         
         
         "So who gave you a ride home?" my mother asked, peering out the window while taking a deep drag on her cigarette.

         
         
         
         
         "Just someone from school," I said, the irony thick in my throat. Paul wasn't someone; he was the only person I had thought about all summer. I asked him for a ride home after the meeting, and as I had hoped, he said yes. If only he would have said yes to my second question.
         

         
         
         
         
         "What do you have to say for yourself?" she asked, a Sphinx­like question she would ask most any time I did something to displease her or my father.

         
         
         
         
         I didn't really know what answer she wanted from me. What I mostly knew was that I hated her tone, hated her freakish need to control me, hated the way she made me feel like I was stupid. But mostly I hated my fear that I would disappoint her and my father.

         
         
         
         
         "I don't like this at all," she said, the head shake followed by a frown announcing my failure.

         
         
         
         
         My brain was working overtime trying to answer, not her question, but my own: How can people who said they loved you all the time make you hate them as much as I hated my mother right now. It hadn't always been this way, but since I'd hit high school, she had turned into this queen of control.

         
         
         
         
         "Like I said, I'm sorry. I thought I told you," I replied, climbing up the first stair toward my room, trying to escape the inevitable showdown, which, of course, I never won.

         
         
         
         
         "Don't you walk away. I'm talking to you, Johanna Marie!" Once my middle name was announced, it was like my mother was throwing down the gauntlet. I stumbled backward off the stair.

         
         
         
         
         She stared me down. "If you're late, you're supposed to call, isn't that right?"

         
         
         
         
         I stood mute. It was so humiliating to be treated like a stupid child when I am one of the smartest girls in the junior class. I know that sounds terrible, but it's true. Still, there are plenty of things I am not. Just by looking at the other girls in school, I know that I'm not as beautiful as some of them or as good with boys. I'm not even that good when it comes to making friends. That was a social study I had been failing for three years—except for my best friend, Pam. So I just stood and listened to my mother's attack. I couldn't run. I couldn't hide. All I could do is tough it out and take it, but she wouldn't see me cry. I learned a long time ago that fighting back just made it worse.

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, Mother," I finally squeaked out in no more than a whisper. "I'll try to do better."

         
         
         
         
         "Trying isn't good enough, understand?" she asked as she dismissed me with her eyes and a cloud of white smoke.

         
         
         
         
         Lugging my overstuffed book bag behind me, I escaped up the stairs. I opened the door to my bedroom, tossed the weight of junior-year homework on the floor next to the bed, and dove facedown into my pillow. Within seconds tears were choking me. I was having trouble breathing, pulling the pillow tight against the side of my head to silence the sobbing and suffocate the hurt.

         
         
         
         
         I rubbed my eyes, and then licked my fingertips to taste the tears. My grandmother told me when I was a little girl that tears, just like the ice cream I love eating, have different flavors. There is a flavor for anger, one for sadness, another for hurt, and a sweet flavor for love. That was a flavor I had yet to taste in my short sixteen years. I wouldn't go hungry this night for want of any flavor, but running together, they all tasted bitter. My stomach hurt from crying; my nose was running; I was a mess.

         
         
         
         
         I reached down beside the bed and pulled up my stuffed book bag to find a tissue. All those books, all that knowledge, and all of it useless to me now. What I really needed wasn't in these books: I needed the formula to invent a time machine. Then I could go back in time and erase the past few hours from life—and from Paul's memory. I would still have a crush on him, but he wouldn't know it or care. Life would go back to normal: He wouldn't know I existed, and I would continue to exist stuck between the rock and the hard place, living between my feelings of wanting and waiting. Waiting and wanting.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         THREE

         
         
         
         
         Dear Dead Dad:

         
         
         It's Paul, again.

         
         
         
         
         I am sitting here with you all around me.

         
         
         
         
         I'm drunk, big surprise. I am dead drunk. You are just dead.

         
         
         
         
         I'm sitting here, like most nights so far during this, my glorious senior year, in the black cold of the white walls in room 127 of the Atlas Mini-Storage. I've got a six-pack, or what is left of it. I'm sitting here with my life, or what is left of it. Seventeen years old and you are five and a half years gone from my life and three years gone from this world.

         
         
         
         
         Sometimes I think I know everything. I just want to shout, kick, scream, and slam because I know it all, I want it all, I need it all.

         
         
         
         
         Sometimes, like right damn now, I just want to shout, kick, scream, and slam because I don't know anything. Stone-cold stupid, but not stone-cold sober.

         
         
         
         
         Bouncing back and forth is beating me down: like work, like school, like Mom, like this thing with this girl Johanna. So she wants to kiss me. I've been thinking about all the things I should have said. All the things I could have said. But I should have just asked her one thing: Why? If she's so smart, why would she want to kiss me? I am nothing.

         
         
         
         
         I wonder what she is doing right now. I don't know, but I'm pretty sure she's not sitting in the near darkness of a six-by-six mini-storage room, downing a six of Stroh's. The only light is this computer screen and a single bulb hanging overhead in this, my temporary shelter.

         
         
         
         
         Thanks to you, the shelter Mom and me live in is a trailer in the Garden Oaks Trailer Park, except there are no oaks, there are no gardens, there are just trailers. Temporary housing that no one gets out of. Is that what death does, Dad? Does it get your soul out of the temporary housing of your body? Is your body just another trailer?

         
         
         
         
         I am sitting here with you all around me.

         
         
         
         
         I always want to ask Mom why she kept your stuff. She has her reasons, but she never talks about them. She never talks about you at all. She saved most everything: your clothes, your tools, your music. That music saved me.

         
         
         
         
         I needed a part of you. I didn't know what part. Then I found it. I learned everything I needed to learn listening to your Springsteen CDs. I found you there. It is a regular father-and-son picnic in my head, with guitar, bass, and drum. LOUD. I thought if I listened to the same music that I would get close to you. That I would know you. That you would know me.

         
         
         
         
         This is my secret life, here at the Atlas Mini-Storage. No one knows about it. I just lie to Mom. Tell her that I work until eleven, and then when I get off at nine, I get some beer if I can, and I come here. I want to tell Brad about it. I thought about bringing Carla here, and I dream of bringing Vickie here. I want to share it. But for now, it is our secret.

         
         
         
         
         No one else is ever here. I come in, punch in the secret code, get in the gate, punch in another secret code, open the front door, and then unlock the door to room 127. If Mom ever noticed the key missing, she never told me; but then we don't talk much anyway.

         
         
         
         
         She tries, I guess. When you left, she didn't know what to do. She cried a lot, especially when we lost the house. Then she found Jesus. She doesn't cry anymore, but she seems pretty clueless about life. About me. She thinks Jesus loves me. She thinks I'm at work. Well, I am.

         
         
         
         
         I am working out my life in the darkness of the Atlas Mini-Storage, in the light of a Dell computer and one lonely lightbulb, and under the power and the glory of the yeast and the hops of the Stroh's Brewing Company, Detroit, Michigan.

         
         
         
         
         The music is crashing into my ears, but mostly I hear silence. The buzz of the beer should be making me feel good, but mostly I feel lousy. I ask all these questions, but I get no answers. I want my father, but instead I have boxes of clothes and trinkets from your life. Just trinkets. I am sitting here with you all around me, but I don't know you and you don't know me.

         
         
         
         
         Well that, and Springsteen, and the beer, I guess, are the things we have in common because I don't know me, either. Only Brad knows me. After I dropped off that Johanna girl at her house, I called Brad and met up with him at our usual.

         
         
         
         
         He's real busy with Kara and school and the paper, but he's always there for me. After we graduate, we're going to leave this town for losers and head to California. We flew out there a couple of summers ago to visit his older brother, and that cemented it. He's taking hard classes like Latin and honors physics so he can get into Stanford by showing what a great scholar he is. I'm taking easy stuff so I can get into Stanford by just having decent grades, since my SATs suck.

         
         
         
         
         We've been best friends since junior high, since you left. Other kids at school are always changing the people they hang with, but Brad and I don't change. He's a rock. He spends a lot of time with Kara. To hear him tell it, most of it is spent horizontal. Me, I spend time at work and here in room 127 of the Atlas Mini-Storage. Brad doesn't know about this place and these letters to you. It's my secret, and not my only one, either. Like what happened with Carla. He suspects, but even if he knew, he would never tell. He told me once that he was with me, right or wrong.

         
         
         
         
         We get together at Supreme Donuts down the street from the old engine plant you worked at every now and then. Over the strange brew that is Supreme Donuts coffee, I told Brad about Johanna. I figured since he took journalism class with her that he might know what was going on. He had been hinting to me that she was interested, but my interest is Vickie.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            "Hey, you know that brainy girl, Johanna?" I asked as I finished off a glazed doughnut.

            
            
         

         
         
         "Let me see; I edit the school paper, and she's the assistant editor. What do you think?"

         
         
         
         
         "So, I'm driving her home and—"

         
         
         
         
         "Why are you driving her home?" Brad asked with a huge smile on his face.

         
         
         
         
         "She was at that stupid student council thing you dared me to do. Thanks a lot, bro."

         
         
         
         
         "My pleasure." Brad smiled.

         
         
         
         
         "So she asked for a ride, and I thought what the hell. So, I'm Firebirding her home, and she says out of nowhere, 'I want you to kiss me.'"

         
         
         
         
         "Get out of town!" Brad almost spilled his coffee.

         
         
         
         
         "I couldn't believe it."

         
         
         
         
         "Paul, I've been telling you that she likes you. She's always asking me stuff about you. She's always trying to get your attention."

         
         
         
         
         "Well, it looks like she did," I said as I sipped my coffee.

         
         
         
         
         "But she got it all wrong. She should put one hand on your shoulder and the other hand in your pants, that would've got you to stand at attention," Brad said.

         
         
         
         
         "Funny man, real funny." Nobody cracked me up like Brad.

         
         
         
         
         "I wasn't joking. So, how was it?"

         
         
         
         
         "I said no." I looked down at my Chucks when I said it.

         
         
         
         
         "What's with that?"

         
         
         
         
         "I don't know, bro. She caught me off guard, and I was a little bit—"

         
         
         
         
         "Afraid? Get over it, Paul. Now, if it were me—"

         
         
         
         
         "If it were you, she would have to take a number. And Kara would kill her," I replied.

         
         
         
         
         Brad laughed. "Both are points well-taken."

         
         
         
         
         "I don't think Johanna is what I want," I mumbled. "She's smart and all, but—"

         
         
         
         
         "You still want Vickie. Talk about taking a number. You'd better give that up."

         
         
         
         
         "Now, why wouldn't Vickie say something like that to me?" I asked with a smile.

         
         
         
         
         "Listen, bro, I think you should tell Johanna that you blew it. You say yes; she'll say yes; and before you know it, you'll be banging each other's brains out," Brad said.

         
         
         
         
         "I'm not thinking about her like that," I said.

         
         
         
         
         "Like hell you aren't. Listen. You're seventeen; I'm seventeen. This is how we think."

         
         
         
         
         "I still want Vickie, but she just wants to be good friends."

         
         
         
         
         "Then do something to change that. Force the issue; you have nothing to lose," Brad said firmly. In ways of women, I followed his advice one hundred percent.

         
         
         
         
         "So how do I get Vickie to put her hand in my pants?" I said as I threw some change on the table.

         
         
         
         
         "You're not serious," Brad said, taking his final sip of coffee.

         
         
         
         
         "Brad, tell me this: In the almost six years we've known each other, have you ever known me not to be serious?"

         
         
         
         
         "Only most of the time."

         
         
         
         
         "Well, then maybe it's time for a change," I told him as we walked out the door.

         
         
         
         
         But now Dad, none of that seems funny anymore; sometimes nothing does. There is so much stuff I am trying to work out, and I am doing it all alone.

         
         
         
         
         You left me. You decided to leave. You know what you did. I know what you did to me and to Mom. And I know that I miss you.

         
         
         
         
         Dad, I would offer you a beer, but like you, they are all gone.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         FOUR

         
         
         
         
         "So, who is this who gave you a ride home yesterday?" Even first thing in the morning my mother was in questioning mode, her caffeine and nicotine fixes kick-starting her day. She was attired in one of her many tailored suits, perfectly dressed and made up for her workday.

         
         
         
         
         "His name is Paul. He's a senior at my school," I said, stifling a yawn. I'd slept very little. I had kept looking over at the alarm clock, the red letters announcing each minute of sleeplessness passing by. I spent most of the night staring up at the ceiling, memorizing every square inch like a math formula, unable to relax or sleep.

         
         
         
         
         "So, Jojo, does he play any sports?" my father asked, sitting down next to me and passing me a glass of orange juice.

         
         
         
         
         I tried not to laugh, because Paul seemed so anti-jock. Not laughing was easy enough, since humor wasn't a big feature of our little household. Every morning was similar to this one: a nice family breakfast with my father's face buried in the Wall Street Journal my mother's face buried in my business, and me trying to face another day. "No, he's on the student council."
         

         
         
         
         
         "A politician. Just what the world needs, another politician," my father grunted.

         
         
         
         
         "So, do you like this boy?" my mother asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Mom, he just gave me a ride home," I said, grabbing a piece of the newspaper so I could hide my eyes from my mother.

         
         
         
         
         I wanted to be able to talk with her about Paul and about lots of things, but it just never happened anymore. While there were still things we did together, like play Scrabble or go shopping for clothes, something had changed since I started high school. I felt less like a daughter she was raising and more like a project she was managing. She was proud of me, bragged about me to all the relatives, and to her friends and coworkers, about how well I did at school; but sometimes it seemed to be more about her than me. She and my dad always told me they were proud of me; they told me they love me. But love in our family was like a bad novel: all tell and no show.

         
         
         
         
         She ground out her cigarette in the ashtray. "Well, I don't see how you really have time for this Paul character. Don't you have the SATs coming up in a few weeks?"

         
         
         
         
         "But Mom, I took the PSATs last year and got almost a perfect score," I said.

         
         
         
         
         "Horseshoes and hand grenades," my father said from behind his paper. Close wasn't good enough. I guess since I was their only child, only perfection was expected.

         
         
         
         
         "So this year, if you study hard, you can get a perfect score," my mother said. "Wouldn't that be great, honey?"

         
         
         
         
         "My little girl will do just fine. She always does. Besides, I wouldn't expect any less." My father put his paper down, smiled, and gave my hand a tender squeeze. My dad saw himself as tough but fair, and he normally was. My mother, well, I don't know how she saw herself. Looking at her lately was like looking at a fun-house mirror: I wasn't getting the real reflection of her, just this distorted image. The more she treated me like I was still twelve, the more I tried to pretend I was twenty. It was simple physics: she pushed, and I pulled away.

         
         
         
         
         I wanted to shout out how no one was perfect, but then I thought about Vickie, the girl at school who, unlike me, had captured Paul's attention. Maybe if I looked like Vickie, he would notice me. Vickie looks like the homecoming queen that she is, with her perfect blond hair and blue eyes, her perfect body, perfect everything. I hate her. It isn't fair. I'm smart, so why doesn't that matter? I see how Paul looks at Vickie; I see how he never looks at me. Getting a perfect score on the SATs wasn't going to change that. Or maybe if I looked like Brad's chic but spacey girlfriend, Kara, Paul would have answered yes to my question.

         
         
         
         
         "He's not another one of these troublemakers, is he?" my father asked, putting down his paper long enough to pour himself another cup of coffee.

         
         
         
         
         "I don't think so," I said, trying to hide my smile. Paul was often in trouble at school, mainly for being such a cutup in class or at assemblies. He seemed so assertive, even aggressive at times, so I thought he would like that quality in me. I guess I was wrong.

         
         
         
         
         "Jojo, you are better than that," my dad said.

         
         
         
         
         I didn't answer. I didn't like to talk about Ty, who had been my last/first/only boyfriend. After Ty dumped me in May, my dad said he didn't want to see me with those types. It was right after that parental pronouncement, however, that I developed my crush on Paul.

         
         
         
         
         "There are more important things you should be doing with time," my mother added.

         
         
         
         
         "I know," I agreed, which almost killed me, but they were probably right. I think they knew that Ty would hurt me. I think they knew, and they let it happen to teach me a lesson: that they were right. Sometimes I think what hurt the worst wasn't Ty dumping me, but my mother's I-told-you-so look for months after.

         
         
         
         
         "Don't know what you ever saw in that loser, anyway." My father got his shot in, and then retreated back behind the newspaper again.

         
         
         
         
         "He liked me," I said, trying to make the complex sound simple. The truth, they didn't want to hear: Ty said he wanted me. Maybe that was enough.

         
         
         
         
         "Whatever happened to him?" my mother asked. It seemed a question of courtesy rather than true curiosity.

         
         
         
         
         I shifted in my chair, taking the last bite out of my bagel. "He dropped out of school."

         
         
         
         
         "Like I said, trouble," my father interjected.

         
         
         
         
         "You'll have time for this after you graduate from college, won't you?" my mother asked, but allowed no time for an answer. "Your friends don't have boyfriends now, do they?"

         
         
         
         
         "I guess not," I said, quickly grabbing another bagel to stuff in my mouth so I wouldn't be drawn into yet another topic of conversation I wanted to avoid: my friends, or lack thereof. I'm in a lot of clubs at school, but those people are not my friends. When the meetings are over, they go their way, usually together, and I go mine. The boys in my honor classes aren't interested in me. I guess they feel threatened or something. The girls in those classes I thought would be my friends, but they've sent a clear message that their clique is at quota. A couple of the girls, and I find this hard to believe, are even more socially awkward and shy than me. But I want something different; I guess that was why I liked Ty, and now Paul.

         
         
         
         
         "Your friend Pam doesn't have a boyfriend, does she?" my mother continued.

         
         
         
         
         "No, she doesn't," I said, looking at my watch, thankful that Pam would be showing up any minute to rescue me from this morning ritual. I know my parents mean well, and I guess, unlike lots of kids at school who never talk with their parents, I am fortunate that we spend this time together. But sometimes, it is too much. "I've got to go."

         
         
         
         
         I got up from the table, taking a last sip of juice, a hug from my father, and pro forma "Love you's" from the both of them. I gathered my heavy book bag and stood on the front porch waiting for Pam to drive me to school.

         
         
         
         
         I met Pam soon after I transferred to Pontiac West High School during the middle of ninth grade. We had just moved from one nice house in the suburbs of Detroit to another, even nicer one. Good for my parents, climbing the golden stairs to success; bad for their daughter, starting a new school in the middle of the year. At lunch, people would come over and start to talk with me, but then somebody else, somebody they knew better, would come along, and I would be out of the conversation. After a while, I stopped eating lunch in the cafeteria. I got tired of sitting alone or sitting with people who included me in their conversations but not their lives. I would go to the newspaper room during lunch to work on stories or do homework. Sometimes, I would just go to the library, find a thick fantasy novel and a quiet corner, and read. That's how I met Pam. I was sitting in my usual corner, totally engrossed in the latest Tamora Pierce novel. Pam just appeared out of nowhere and said she'd read the same book, which started us talking. My parents might argue that we had not stopped talking since that day.

         
         
         
         
         "What's up, Books?" asked Pam as I climbed in her car. It was a nickname I didn't really like, but I did almost always have a book in my hand.

         
         
         
         
         I took a deep breath and launched into it. "I did something really stupid."

         
         
         
         
         "I don't think that's possible," she replied.

         
         
         
         
         "I got up the nerve to ask Paul to give me a ride home from school yesterday, and then I asked him if he wanted to kiss me."

         
         
         
         
         "You did what?" she asked as we backed out of the driveway. She knew about my crush on Paul. Sometimes it would be all I talked about, but I didn't tell her of my little plan.

         
         
         
         
         "He said no. I can't believe it. I am so stupid."

         
         
         
         
         "So what are you going to do?" Pam asked. I knew Pam well enough to know it was a rhetorical question. In due time she would tell me what she would do and what I should do. Pam wasn't real big on life experience, but that never stopped her from giving advice.

         
         
         
         
         I bit down hard on the thumbnail on my left hand. "I just wanted him to like me. That's all I wanted."

         
         
         
         
         There was a pause. Pam knew I was lying. I didn't want him to like me. I wanted him to love me and think I was beautiful. I wanted to be like those other girls I saw at school with their boyfriends—laughing, kissing, being part of something other than the parent pride parade.

         
         
         
         
         "Look at it this way," Pam said. "Anyone who wouldn't want to kiss you, you wouldn't want to have kiss you—get it?"

         
         
         
         
         "I guess," I muttered.

         
         
         
         
         "Look, I'm your best friend, right?" Pam started. "When Ty dumped you and you did your Humpty-Dumpty impersonation, who put you back together again?"

         
         
         
         
         "It was you," I said. This was a ritual Pam needed. She liked to remind me what a good friend she was. Like me, Pam seemed in constant need of reassurance.

         
         
         
         
         Pam continued. "So who's going to help you now?"

         
         
         
         
         "You are."

         
         
         
         
         "Books, be careful. Don't you think if he hurt you once, he'll hurt you again?" Pam asked.

         
         
         
         
         I sank down in my seat. "I just don't know what to do next."

         
         
         
         
         "Show him that he can't hurt you and get away with it," Pam said confidently.

         
         
         
         
         My head was imploding, so my heart took over. It did what it was supposed to do, acting as the body's most resilient and most mysterious muscle. "But he can, Pam. He can."

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         FIVE

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Mr. Taylor was standing in front of the class trying to get everyone's attention. It's a game we play most days at the beginning of my first-period journalism class.

            
            
         

         
         
         "Excuse me, the bell rang five minutes ago," Mr. Taylor said in a voice not much louder than a whisper. "This is a tough bunch, Johanna. See what happens when you have so many creative people in one room? I love it!"

         
         
         
         
         I saw Brad sitting off to the side, drinking his normal big cup of coffee. Brad was gorgeous, just totally out of my league. You have to find your level, and Brad was well over mine. He had dark, curly brown hair; brown eyes; and he had a nicely trimmed mustache and beard, which looked great against the brown leather jacket he was wearing. Standing beside him were Lynne and Jackie, two of his girlfriend Kara's clique. Pam and I had dubbed them "the giggle girls" because they never seemed serious about anything but their clothes and makeup.

         
         
         
         
         I kept looking over at Brad, trying to see if his face gave any indication that he knew what an idiot I'd been in the car with Paul. If he knew, he wasn't letting on. He just sat there oozing charisma and sipping his coffee.

         
         
         
         
         "People, please. People." Mr. Taylor is a great person, but kids in the class know they can take advantage of him.

         
         
         
         
         I stood and rapped a notebook against the desk. "I need everyone's attention, and I need you to look at the assignment sheets."

         
         
         
         
         "The Chief said SHUT UP!" Brad screamed at the top of his lungs, even though his eyes remained squarely focused on the floor in front of him. Even though Brad was the editor of the paper, he called me "the Chief." He and Mr. Taylor let me have a lot of responsibility as the assistant editor, like making the story assignments.

         
         
         
         
         "Hey, I want to write about the homecoming," Jackie said when she saw that she'd been assigned to write a story about the theater department's fall production.

         
         
         
         
         "Homecoming is so lame," Tarsi, one of the Goth girls in class, hissed.

         
         
         
         
         "It's so stupid," Erin, another princess of the night, added.

         
         
         
         
         Jackie stood up and looked over at them. "How would you know? You'll never go."

         
         
         
         
         Erin shouted across the room, "That's because I would rather be dead than—"

         
         
         
         
         "Don't you think you're already dead?" Brad said, not missing a beat. Most everyone laughed, and the giggle girls were beside themselves.

         
         
         
         
         "Don't worry," I said. "I'm taking this story, and I'll try to present both points of view."

         
         
         
         
         Mr. Taylor looked up from his desk. He was smiling. He held up two fingers on each hand like a peace sign. "Remember, there are two sides to every story."

         
         
         
         
         I don't think Mr. Taylor would be smiling, though, if he knew why I took the homecoming story. I wanted an excuse to learn more about Vickie, the shoo-in homecoming queen. The first day of the school year when I saw Brad, I asked him if Paul had a girlfriend. I don't remember how I phrased it, but I tried not to let on that I liked Paul. I made it seem like a casual question. He said, "Vickie, if you ask him."

         
         
         
         
         I tried to bury myself in work, but I couldn't control my mind. I couldn't decide what I hated most about Vickie. It isn't real hate, just stupid envy. When she walked in the hall, she knew every boy, including Paul, was looking at her, while I walked through school like the invisible woman.

         
         
         
         
         Vickie can't help that Paul wants her, but I always thought it was odd for him to like someone as normal and popular as Vickie. One of the things that attracted me to Paul was that he didn't seem to be like everyone else, from the way his blond hair hung halfway down his back to the pair of well-worn black high-top Converse All Stars he wore on his feet to the old beat-up Firebird that he parked in the same spot every morning. But mostly what I noticed was that whenever I see him, people are laughing. I think he holds the record for most times kicked out of the school library, which is where I first really noticed him one day last spring. He usually sits at a table with Brad, Kara, Jackie, Lynne, and some other seniors that I don't know, and within ten minutes everyone is laughing hysterically. I want to be a part of that, not stuck alone in the corner. I guess I will be today, since I'm sure they will all be laughing with my comic humiliation of the night before acting as the punch line.

         
         
         
         
         "Johanna, you just can't please everyone." Mr. Taylor interrupted my mind wanderings. "It is all about balance. You did a good job with the assignments."

         
         
         
         
         I could feel myself blushing. "Thanks," I blurted out. Although I wanted his approval, I felt so shy about getting it.

         
         
         
         
         "Mr. Taylor, can I talk to you for a minute, in private?" I asked, avoiding eye contact.

         
         
         
         
         "Is something wrong?" Mr. Taylor asked as we both stepped out into the hallway.

         
         
         
         
         "I just wanted to ask you something." I was stalling. I couldn't come right out and ask him what I should do about Paul, but I needed some guidance. "I'm a little worried."

         
         
         
         
         "Worried?" Mr. Taylor said in a tone that suggested he could take it all away. The way he looked at me filled me with confidence. It reminded me of my father's face when I do something that makes him proud. A little smile with the head cocked back slightly. The difference, of course, is it takes so little to please Mr. Taylor and so much to please my parents. I didn't know if his standards were too low or their standards were too high.

         
         
         
         
         "What if there is a mistake in the paper?" I asked, hiding the real question.

         
         
         
         
         Mr. Taylor smiled. "The best description of journalism was from Phil Graham who used to publish the Washington Post. He called journalism a first rough draft of history.'"
         

         
         
         
         
         "A first rough draft of history." I repeated it. I liked that line.

         
         
         
         
         "It's a draft. We do our best, we check our sources, we do everything we can to make sure it is perfect, but nothing is perfect. There will be mistakes." Mr. Taylor was in full teaching mode, the kind he did best: giving one-on-one lessons to those who cared rather than speaking to airheads like Jackie and Lynne trying to squeeze in an elective credit.

         
         
         
         
         "But you can't correct those mistakes?" I asked. I think he knew that we were talking about something other than high school journalism.

         
         
         
         
         "Johanna, there are very few mistakes that you can't overcome. If you have a strong character, you can overcome just about any obstacle. Mistakes, you might say, are a test of character." Mr. Taylor's smile was as big as his heart.

         
         
         
         
         "Let's say you want something really bad, and then you try to get it, but you make a mistake. What should you do?" I was asking it as clearly as I could without naming names.

         
         
         
         
         Mr. Taylor shot a glance inside the classroom in response to the escalating noise. "From the way you asked the question, I think you know the answer. You might get knocked down, but stay focused and keep working toward your goals."

         
         
         
         
         "I think you missed your calling, Mr. Taylor," I said with a smile on my face. "You should've been a football coach."

         
         
         
         
         He looked into the classroom. "Now, if I could only discipline this team!"

         
         
         
         
         He opened the door. The sound shot out of the room like a tidal wave, but my brain was noisily thinking about what Mr. Taylor had said. A test of character? So, was this whole thing with Paul, a test of character? I have never failed a test in my life and don't intend to start now.
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