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You’re surprised at all the blood.

He looks over at you, eyes wide, mouth dropping open, his face almost as white as his shirt.

He’s surprised, too.


There’s not a lot of broken glass, though, just some tiny slivers around his feet and one big piece busted into sharp peaks like a spiking line graph, the blood washing down it like rain on a windshield.

He doesn’t say anything clever or funny, doesn’t quote Shakespeare, he just screams. But no one can hear him, and it would be too late if they could.

You’re thinking, this wasn’t the way it was supposed to go, this shouldn’t be happening. And now things are only going to get worse.

You’re just a kid.

It can’t be your fault.

But then there’s all that blood.

So, maybe it is your fault, but that doesn’t make things any better.

And it doesn’t matter one way or the other.

Think.

When did it go wrong?

The break-in?

No, before that.


The party?

That was part of it, but that wasn’t when it started.

Zack?

Of course, yeah, it would be easy to say it was Zack. But that’s not it, is it?

Before Zack.

Before Ryan. Before Max or Derrick or that whole thing with the wallet.

Before Ashley.

Before tenth grade even began.

 

You run your finger down the list of homeroom assignments until you spot your name.

Kyle Chase—room 202—Mr. Lynn.

You’re looking through the other names when Max comes up behind you, pretending to bump into you as if he didn’t see you, like he always does. You ignore him. Like you always do. Max is the closest thing you have to a best friend in this school, and that pretty much says it all, doesn’t it? Back in eighth grade you never said two words to him, but that was before everybody you hung with went to Odyssey High. Things are different now.

“See who’s in your homeroom?”

Of course you see who’s there. You walked halfway around the building to check the list, but you act as if you don’t hear him.

“Ashley.” He leans in as he says it, his voice getting all nasal like he’s five frickin’ years old.

“So?” You shrug, wondering for the thousandth time why you ever told him anything.

“What do you mean, so?” He’s getting loud now and you just wish he’d shut the hell up. He’d be all right if he wasn’t so immature or deliberately stupid, but that’s pretty much everything he is. When he’s not around anybody, when it’s just you two, he’s different. Not a lot, but enough. You ignore his question. He’s used to it.

“I got Lynn,” you tell him, and he nods. Mr. Lynn is the whacked-out English teacher who likes poetry way too much, but he’s always been fair to you and to the other so-called hoodies, the name coming from the black sweatshirt jackets you wear. The rest of your schedule might suck, but at least homeroom will be tolerable.

“I got Perez,” Max says. “Derrick’s in there, too.”

You nod, but you’re thinking about Ashley Bianchi, something you’ve been doing since June, when she left for her family’s cottage up on some lake. You tell yourself that summer would have been a lot better if she had been around, positive that you would have actually called her up and gone out to the movies or something. And there would have been times when her parents were out or your parents were out and you could have been together without everybody standing around staring. But before you can think too much about it, about this hookup that would have been excellent, two chimes sound and teachers step into the hall to corral everybody into their homerooms.

Welcome to the official start of tenth grade.

Welcome to the last year of your life.

 

Mr. Lynn reads off the attendance list and you raise one finger when he calls your name. He smiles at you and says “Welcome,” just like he did for the lacrosse players and the honor-roll students and you wonder why the other teachers can’t treat you like that.

The room’s dead quiet. After months of sleeping in till noon, six o’clock came too early and everyone has that glazed-over, already-bored look in their eyes. You recognize most of the people in the room, know about half of their names, but there are some kids who are obviously new, doing their best to look like they’ve been here before. She’s sitting up front on the other side of the room, and when Lynn calls your name she turns in her chair, a look on her face like she’s surprised to see you, and she smiles and waves. You can’t help but smile back and you give a goofy wave and immediately feel like an idiot. She has that effect on you.

She’s got a dark tan, helped along by her Italian genes, and like every other white girl in the class, in the school, in the country, she’s wearing her hair long and straight and parted on the side. You remember her hair being longer at the end of the year but then realize that she must have gotten it cut for the start of school, probably the same weekend she bought the jeans and shirt she is wearing. You know every outfit she wore in ninth grade. This one is definitely new.

Last weekend you were supposed to get a haircut too, but you told your parents that you forgot. And you didn’t buy any new clothes, either. You’ve got drawers full of black T-shirts and worn-in jeans, and there are three hoodies in your closet, two regular black ones and a black one with these flaming skulls on the arm that your one cool aunt bought you last Christmas. Your friends drill on the sheeplike posers in their Aberzombie & Fitch sweaters and Aéropostale button-downs. You never bother mentioning the T-shirt/jeans/hoodie uniform you all wear.

Lynn’s reading off the day’s schedule. He tells the class things they already know, like how the school has a rotating schedule and that today you’ll spend a short time in all of your classes and that lunch will be blah blah blah and tryouts for blah blah blah will be after school in the auditorium and right then, ten minutes into your first day back to school, you start counting how many days it will be till the end of the year so you can get back to what you did over the summer.

Which was nothing.

But it wasn’t this.

 


Math.

It’s your favorite subject. Which surprises you.

Last year your teacher tried to convince you that you had a real “aptitude” for math, but all you got in the end was a B minus. The truth is you weren’t even trying. But then you got low Cs and Ds in all your other classes and you weren’t trying there, either, so maybe you are good at math after all.

You like it because either you’re right or you’re wrong. Not like social studies and definitely not like English, where you always have to explain your answers and support your opinions. With math it’s right or it’s wrong and you’re done with it. But even that’s changing, with Ms. Ortman up there at the whiteboard saying how this year you’ll be writing something she calls Mental Notes, which explain how you solved the problem and support your answer, saying that having the right answer isn’t as important as explaining how you got it and bam, just like that, you hate math.

“Now, tomorrow you’ll have a quiz worth sixty percent of your grade this quarter.” She pauses like she’s some stand-up comedian before she adds, “Only kidding,” as if it wasn’t obvious. But then you notice half of your classmates sitting there with their eyes all popped out and you think, are they really that stupid?

She glances up at the clock, so of course everybody else does, and she sees she’s got eight minutes left in the shortened period. Time to launch into the math version of the same speech you’ve heard in all of your classes so far and you wonder if they teach this time-wasting crap at teacher school.

“The first day of the year is always my favorite,” she starts, and you already know where this is going. “All of you begin with an A plus, nobody has turned in their homework late, I haven’t had to send any of you to the principal or give you detention or call your parents.” She nods in your direction. “I always think of the year as a big, blank canvas. Everything you do throughout the year is like a brushstroke, and how you fill in your canvas is completely up to you. Some of you have your year all sketched out. Soccer in the fall, then into rehearsals for the winter concert, then it’s tryouts for either the basketball team or the school musical—unless of course you’re like AJ here, and you do both.” And as if on cue, the class looks at handsome, athletic, all-sport AJ with his perfect smile and his J.Crew polo shirt, and he fakes an embarrassed shrug and does this little wave thing like he’s saying “aw, shucks,” and you find yourself hoping some fat defensive tackle takes out his knees in practice.

“It’s important to keep in mind that you have control over your year,” Ms. Ortman is saying. “If you don’t like the direction your life is going”—and now you’re positive she’s looking at you—“then you have the power to change it. If you’re not happy where you’re at, figure out where you want to be and make it happen.”

Which all sounds good, but you know it’s ridiculous. You know where you want to be and there’s no way you can make it happen.

Because if you could make it happen, if you could suddenly be back in eighth grade, you’d do it.

Because this time it’d be different. You’d work your ass off in all of your classes, just like Rick and Dan and Denica and Ari, and you wouldn’t have spent all that time morphed to your Xbox, and when it came to picking a high school, you would have had the grades to go to Odyssey and not ended up at Midlands High. You’d be in the honors program with the friends you knew since fourth grade, doing those geeky after-school programs like MindQuest and Brainstormers and Forensics, which doesn’t have anything to do with dead bodies. And you wouldn’t have that scar on the back of your right hand and you’d be able to bend your middle finger all the way and you wouldn’t have had to talk to counselors. And you wouldn’t have to talk with losers like Max or Ryan or Derrick, either. You wouldn’t have even met them.

But that would mean you wouldn’t have met Ashley. And now you have to think the whole thing over.

One way or another, it’s going to be an interesting year.

 

And then nothing happens until October.

Well, nothing worth mentioning. Every day you get up, go to school, fake your way through your classes, come home, get hounded about your homework, go online, fake your way through your homework, go to bed—and the next day you get to do it all over again. Weekends you hang out with the other hoodies, stay out as late as you can, sleep in as late as they let you, get hounded about finding a job, go to the mall, hang out. Repeat. Some of your friends get dragged to church, but other than your baptism—which you don’t remember—and your grandmother’s funeral—which you don’t want to remember—you’ve never been inside a church. Weeks of your life have slipped by, as if that matters.

If there was something that all that time had in common, what your English teacher would call a “theme,” it would be this: Don’t get caught.

Don’t get caught copying homework, don’t get caught going to certain websites, don’t get caught climbing up onto the roof of the mall at night, don’t get caught stealing beers from the fridge in the neighbor’s garage, don’t get caught kicking the side of your father’s Bronco, don’t get caught slipping into all eight movies at the Cineplex, don’t get caught sneaking glances at Ashley every chance you get or sliding up against her at lunch or finding yet another reason to put your arm around her shoulders. And definitely don’t get caught lying wide awake in bed thinking about her.

You don’t get caught, which means they must not be trying too hard.

Maybe it would have been better if you had.

But you didn’t.

Saturday night. Halloween is this Tuesday and that sucks. You haven’t gone trick-or-treating in years but there’s something wrong about Halloween being in the middle of the week. No one’s talked about it, but everyone’s treating tonight as Halloween. Everyone’s a little edgier, a little more pumped up. Not your parents, of course—they don’t notice these things. Neither does your kid sister, but she’s only five. Paige is excited about Halloween and she doesn’t care what day it falls on. She’s going as some Disney princess and she’ll look real cute, which is good since she’ll haul in more candy than she could ever eat. But that’s what older brothers are for.


You’re cutting down Thornapple Crescent to Ryan’s house when you see Derrick cutting through the Fullers’ yard and out to the sidewalk. He sees you and nods.

“What’s up?” He says it all ghetto, like it’s one word with a z in it, the way you all say it, just with a harder edge, like he owns it. Derrick’s father’s an accountant and his mother teaches French at the community college. It’s hard to be ghetto when you live in a middle-class suburban development twelve miles from any building over four stories. But since he’s black, people seem to expect it, so he gives it to them. You heard he’s smart enough to have gone to Odyssey High but chose to come to Midlands. If it’s true then he’s not that smart after all.

“Goin’ to Ryan’s?”

“Yeah,” he says. “Nothing else to do.”

“Thought you’d be over at Shannon’s.”

He shrugs but doesn’t explain. “Why ain’t you with Ashley?”


“I didn’t call her,” and you’re thinking, what the hell, does everybody know your business?

“I don’t know what you’re waiting for.”

Neither do you, but you don’t say it.

“Wanna call her now? You can text her from my phone. She won’t ignore a message from me.” He makes like he’s digging in his coat pocket and before you can say anything Max comes running up behind you, bumping into both of you. He’s out of breath like he’s just run a mile, but you don’t think that’s ever happened. He’s just a few pounds heavier than you, but he’s the laziest person you know.

“Can’t go to Ryan’s,” he gets out between pants. “His mom’s going out. Won’t let us over. Meet him at the park. He just called me.”

You rattle off the expected swearwords, Derrick adds a few extra with Max rearranging the combinations. When did swearing become so easy? You still would never swear in front of your parents or most adults, but when you’re with your friends it’s like every fifth word. Why couldn’t learning Spanish be that easy?

“It’s gonna be cold tonight,” Derrick says. He’s got the same thing on as you do: jeans, a T-shirt, a sweatshirt, and a hoodie. It’s what Max has on and what you know Ryan will be wearing. At least you’ll all be suffering equally.

“We can go to the woods, start a fire.”

“What, and smell like smoke for a week? No thanks.” You pull the zipper on your hoodie up an inch.

It takes ten minutes to walk to the park. Ryan is sitting on top of one of the picnic tables. You can see the red glow of his cigarette twenty yards away. He’s the only one you hang with who smokes and it’s like he has to pick up the slack for the rest of you, burning through a pack a night, one cigarette right after the other. His mom smokes, so she can’t smell it on him, but your parents don’t and you try not to get too close to him so they don’t start asking questions. As you walk over he reaches into a plastic bag by his side.

“Trick or treat,” he says, and tosses you a can of Odenbach beer.

Derrick catches his beer with one hand. “Excellent. Where’d you get these?”

“Guy down the street. Helped him cover his pool. I noticed he had an outdoor bar. I found a whole six-pack in there and a bottle of tonic water.”

Max opens his beer and takes a swallow. “Four of us, six beers. Big frickin’ deal.”

“Be thankful you get any,” you say, hoping Ryan will give you one of the extra beers. You’ve never had more than three in one night and you’re not all that crazy about the taste, but if you drink them fast enough you can catch a buzz.

Ryan flicks his cigarette butt toward the baseball diamond, the red dot arcing through the brisk night air, falling short of its target. “Let’s get out of the wind.” And with that you all follow him toward the back wall of Neil Armstrong Middle School.

It’s a long and low building that your parents said was new when they went there. When you started sixth grade, construction crews were finishing up a major renovation and all the teachers could talk about that year was how multipurpose the building was and how lucky you all were to have such an inspiring new learning environment. But you had never been in the building before, so it didn’t mean anything to you. Maybe that’s when it started, when they told you how the new school would change everything you thought about school, it would be an exciting adventure and learning would be fun. And then it turned out to be just like any other school. So, yeah, maybe that’s when it started.

You kept up your grades that year—made honor roll every quarter—but you started to wonder, is this it, just more worksheets and quizzes and ridiculous group projects that wouldn’t have challenged your kid sister?


That was the year you had to read the book about a kid in the Civil War, the book the teacher never stopped raving about, the one she called truly inspiring. But you couldn’t get past the second chapter. That had never happened before. You used to love to read and always had a book in your hand. Then they assigned you the truly inspiring book and you found out how much reading could suck. So you read the back cover and you went online and then you wrote the book report. It was total BS and you knew it and you were actually nervous all weekend knowing that on Monday the teacher would “want to see you after class” or call your parents and let them know that you “were slipping a bit.” And on Monday you got the book report back and there was a big old A plus on the cover.

If that wasn’t the moment it was probably close to it.

Neil Armstrong Middle School. One small misstep for you, one giant waste of time for everybody.


Back against the wall, Ryan lights up another cigarette.

“I really hate American beer.”

You all nod but none of you, not even Ryan, knows the difference. Then you start talking about other things that you don’t know anything about, like which girls in your class are easy and what bands are coming to town and which teachers hate you the most and who’s sleeping with who and which jocks are the biggest assholes, and then it happens. Max tugs on the back door, the one that leads to the maintenance room and the cafeteria, and it opens.

He looks over at you and his eyes are bugging out of his head and his mouth is hanging open and for a second none of you do anything. Then Max lets go and the door starts to swing shut.

If you had let it go, let the door close with a clear double click, would things have turned out differently?

Probably not, but you’ll never know, will you?


You hold out your half-empty beer can, catching the door before it shuts.

“What are you doing?” Max says, his voice up an octave. “There’s an alarm. The cops’ll be here. We’ll get busted. Take it out.” He reaches for the beer can and you knock his hand out of the way.

“I don’t hear any alarm.”

They all tilt their heads and listen. No one is breathing.

“Maybe it’s a silent alarm,” Derrick says, “at the police station or something.”

Ryan takes a long draw on his cigarette. “Let’s find out.” He looks at you. “Leave it there.”

You nod and without another word the four of you dart across the grassy field, jump over the low chain-link fence and duck into the bushes that separate the school from the dark professional building where your dentist has an office. Your black clothes blend into the night and you can feel this hot rush of adrenaline just under your skin. For the first ten minutes every nerve is dancing and you take it all in—the bird that’s sitting up in the tree by the bus loop, the slight breeze that rattles the hooks on the flagpole lines. You can smell Ryan’s cigarette and the beer Max spilled as he fell over the fence. You’re waiting for sirens or flashing lights or the cutting beam of a car-mounted searchlight, but nothing happens. If the cops do come they’ll be too busy with the door and you’ll be long gone before they even think to look for you. Then you remember the beer can and for a few panicked moments you think about fingerprints, but the more you think about it the less you worry—the cop would just pull the can out and shut the door. It’s not like somebody died.

That’s still weeks away.

You’re sitting there in the cold and it goes from intense to boring real fast. After fifteen minutes you find yourself wishing the cops did show up, just so you’d have something to do.

Ryan is the first to stand. “All right, let’s go.”


You jump over the fence, Ryan and Derrick following after you, Max hangs back.

“The cops could still be coming.” It’s Max and he’s right, and you all know it, but you keep walking to the sliver of light. There’s a pause and then you can hear him stumbling back over the fence to join you.

You start off with big, quick strides, but you slow up as you get closer, easing your way into the light that fans out of the crack. Derrick goes around and grabs hold of the door handle and you catch the now-empty beer can before it falls to the concrete step. One hand on the door, Ryan leans in and looks around. “Hello,” he says, repeating it, louder this time, and you all listen, expecting a reply, expecting a shouted hey-you-kids-what-the-hell-are-you-doing. But there’s nothing, so you step inside.

 


Later that night, when you’re lying in bed, looking up at a ceiling you can’t see, you think about that door.

It was locked, just not pulled all the way shut, and that’s why Max could open it. Not that it made a difference—there was nothing in the room anyway. Some empty plastic garbage cans, a couple wet mops, broken-down cardboard boxes. It smelled like stale milk in there. The double doors that led to the cafeteria were still locked and not even Ryan wanted to bust them open. Two minutes after you went in, you were back out, the lock clicking this time. A small distraction on an otherwise dull Saturday night.

But going through the door changed things.

Hanging out in the cemetery or over at that construction site where they were putting up the new track homes? Or that time you all lifted Derrick up on your shoulders and he pulled down that fire-escape ladder and you all ran around on the roof of Sears until you saw the cop car way over at the other entrance? That was trespassing. If the cops had caught you then they could have taken you to the police substation, the one next to the library and the town hall, and your parents would have had to come and pick you up and you would have been grounded and all that crap.

They could have done that if they had caught you.

Now would they have taken you in?

Probably not.

And would they have even caught you?

Hardly.

But this was different. It was trespassing, sure, but it was more than that. And while technically you didn’t have to break in when you entered, you’ve seen enough cop shows to know that’s the way it would have read on the police report, Breaking & Entering.

You’re lying there safe in your own house, in the bed you’ve had since you were twelve, and it dawns on you what would have happened if you’d been caught. And all of a sudden your stomach flips over and you’re cold and you start shaking and you feel guilty and ashamed and scared all at the same time and you think you’re going to puke.

But you don’t. The feeling passes, and what two hours ago was the most criminal thing you had ever done seems suddenly insignificant.

Another line crossed. And you didn’t even notice.

Ten minutes later you’re asleep.

 

Mr. Nagle asked you to stick around a moment after the bell.

“I’ll admit, you have been working harder in class, and when you’ve done the lab work it’s always been very good, and I haven’t had to speak to you about not paying attention in quite a while. But…”


There’s always a but.

It’s a magical word. You can say anything you want, go on for as long as you want, and then all you have to do is add the magic word and instantly everything you said is erased, turned meaningless, just like that.

You’re a really nice guy….

Your mother thinks you need a new computer….

You’ve been working harder in class….

But.

You keep looking at Mr. Nagle as he explains how a few zero homework grades really knock down your average. You nod, and you’re thinking that everything he is saying is true.

You are smarter than this.

You could be getting all As.

You could be on the High Honor Roll.

And that if you don’t straighten up soon, you won’t get into college.

You won’t be able to find a decent job.


You won’t amount to anything.

And you know it’s all true.

But.

 

“So I go, ‘I was gonna apply for that job,’ and she’s like, ‘Well, you should have,’ and I go, ‘I’m the one that told you about it,’ and she goes, ‘Oh well,’ like it’s not her problem, right?”

You nod your head. You’ve got no clue what she’s going on about, but it’s Ashley, and you’d listen to her read the phone book if you could sit this close to her. You’re sitting on the curb, waiting for the late bus, Ashley because she was getting help in math, you because you had detention. There’re some other kids over by the benches and a couple of guys kicking a Hacky Sack—which you didn’t think anybody did anymore—and it’s surprisingly warm out and sunny and you’re sitting next to Ashley, listening to her talk about nothing and you’re pretty sure that this right here is the highlight of your year so far.

You met last year when you were both in the same science class, and almost every week you were lab partners. She liked working with you because you knew most of the stuff already anyway and you always got the labs done on time. Back in seventh grade you were in science club and you met after school to do experiments, sometimes even on the weekends. But you didn’t tell her that. And she liked working with you because you weren’t hitting on her all the time like the other guys in the class, mostly tenth graders who were repeating ninth-grade science. And she liked the cologne you wore, which was this after-shave your dad had given you last Christmas, as if you needed to start shaving.

And you liked working with Ashley because what guy wouldn’t want to work with Ashley? Your friends called her cute but said she was kinda small in the boob department. You called your friends idiots and said they were kinda small everywhere. No you didn’t. You didn’t say anything. The less you got them noticing how hot she was, the better chance you had.

It started with science class, then sometimes you’d sit with her at lunch, not just you two but as part of a group. She didn’t really hang out with the hoodies or the jocks or the drama club, just kinda floated around from clique to clique. She got along with everybody, and at Midlands that was a hell of an accomplishment.

“So I’m sitting there, doing my worksheet like he said, and he comes up and goes, ‘Miss Bianchi, what do you think you’re doing?’ And I’m like, hello, I’m doing your stupid work, so I go, ‘I’m doing the worksheet,’ and he goes—”

Her eyes are not really blue but not green, either. Hazel? And she wears too much eye shadow, sort of a sandy-brown smear on her eyelids. But it’s good being close enough to look into her eyes.

Why is it different with her? Other girls, you had no problem with. With them you talked a couple times, texted a few nights, then made out somewhere. No big deal. But it’s different now, with Ashley. You’ve never wanted to kiss somebody more, never wanted to do more, do it all, but you hold back. She’s not like other girls, the kind you fool around with for something to do. You tell yourself that the right time is coming—soon—that you’ll tell her how you feel. Maybe not tell her, just show her instead, you don’t know yet.

But for right now, for this moment, it’s good between you two.

 

Here are the Top Ten things that your parents say to you:


	Is that all you’re going to do all day, sit in front of that computer?

	When I was your age I had two jobs.

	Why don’t you wear some clothes that fit for a change?

	Turn it down. I can hear it all the way over here.

	You’re not eating that for dinner.

	Did you do your homework?

	Stop mumbling and speak up.

	Now what did you do?

	Because I said so.

	No.



The second chime is still ringing and you’re already out the door. Although Mr. Jansen finds it thrilling, the elastic clause of the U.S. Constitution fails to interest you or any other student in the class. You doubt that Mr. Jansen finds it all that interesting either, just part of that act every teacher puts on, trying to convince you that this is vital to your future success. Last week, when you were actually doing homework, you asked your father about the three-fifths compromise in the Constitution and he said he was never good at math. He had to have sat through the same classes, learned the same crap, which makes you wonder if the only reason they make you learn it is because they had to learn it.

It’s not that classes are hard. Most of the time they’re ridiculously easy. The textbooks are dumbed down to the point where your kid sister could probably read them, and the teachers go over and over and over the same stuff anyway, drilling it into your head so that they can ask you one hundred multiple-choice questions to get it all back out of you again. The teachers complain that the students today are all lazy, ignorant, and stupid. But the truth is that you’re smarter than they are. You’re not even old enough to drive and you already know that none of this matters. Not the English or the social studies or the math or the science. If it did, if it really mattered, they’d teach it in a way that made you want to learn it. But no, they’ve got to teach it in the most mind-numbing way possible, moving on without any real discussion to get to the next thing that’s going to be on the test—the standardized test. Then when you take that standardized test they stand there in front of the class and actually tell you, “These tests are to help rate the school and won’t affect your grade.” And then they’re shocked by the results.

And they say that the students are stupid?

So you go down the back hall, past the science labs, past the upper-level math classes, to the stairwell that will bring you out twenty feet from Ashley’s locker, which is right across from her next class. It’s geographically the farthest point away from your English class and if you talk with her for even two minutes you will be late and you will get detention. But Ashley will probably be staying after school and if she does you’ll get the chance to wait for the late bus with her. Detention, you decide, may be the best thing that will happen to you today.

You push open the stairwell door and start up, two steps at a time. You’re at the first landing when you see it, off over near the wall.

You don’t carry a wallet. You have one, the one your grandmother gave you, but when she died you took everything out of it and put it in your top dresser drawer. It was getting worn out and you wanted it to last. You have that older one, the one with Velcro and a red Power Ranger on it, so it will never be used again. You wad up the few dollars you carry and stuff it with your school ID in your jeans pocket. It’s not like you have a license or credit cards to worry about. But obviously somebody does, because sitting there near the wall is a black tri-fold leather wallet.

You look around first before you bend over to pick it up. You don’t know why you look around, it’s not like you stole it or anything, but you look around. Maybe it’s instinct, some caveman in your deep past learning the hard way to look around before he picked up some other caveman’s coconut.

The leather’s worn smooth and at the corners the black dye has rubbed thin. It’s heavier than any wallet you’ve ever carried. You flip it open and there are at least ten plastic cards in the little pockets, all lined up so you just see a quarter inch at the top of each one. That’s enough to identify most of them at a glance. A driver’s license, a Visa card, a Starbucks card, a school ID, another bank card. And in that long slit pocket, two twenties, a five, and a bunch of ones.

There’s a second—that’s it, a second—when you want to stick the wallet in your pocket and walk away about fifty bucks richer. But that’s not you. Later, they’ll say that you did things like that—and worse—all the time. But you didn’t. And later it won’t matter anyway.

With your thumb you slide up the ID. The word SENIOR is stamped across the photo like it was a major achievement only attained by the chosen few and not something everybody gets if they hang around long enough. You recognize the guy in the picture, some muscle-headed stereotype, but you don’t know his name and there’s no way he knows yours. He’s a senior and a jock. You’re a sophomore and a hoodie. In his world you don’t even exist. Until now.

“Excuse me, I believe you have my wallet.”

Okay, that’s not what he says, not even close to what he says, but that’s what he’ll tell the principal he said, and the principal will nod as if this fine young man wouldn’t say anything harsher than “golly,” and only that if he were provoked.

But everybody heard what he said. That’s what brought the crowd to the stairwell. That and the chance to see some underclassman get the piss beat out of him by a varsity lacrosse player.

You try to tell him that you just found the wallet in the stairwell and that you were going to take it to the main office and that you’re not a thief and you don’t need his stupid money, but it’s kind of hard to talk when someone’s got a fistful of your collar rammed up against your throat. He’s shouting at you, chin down, looking up under his eyebrows, the veins along his temples popping out. He spits when he yells and you can feel the spray on your face. You bring a hand up to pull his fist away, but he gives a jerk that catches you on the chin and snaps your mouth shut. Later, Max and Derrick will tell you what you should have done.

“You should have kicked him in the nuts,” Max will say, kicking out an imaginary attacker in case you didn’t understand.

“I would have popped that punk upside the head,” Derrick will say in his best homie voice.

What they won’t say, but what you all know, is that you couldn’t have done a thing. He has sixty pounds on you and at least eight inches, and thousands of hours in the gym. He all but picked you up when he grabbed you, and when he walks you backward and slams you into the wall so your head bounces forward, your feet hardly touch the floor. He twists his hand a quarter turn and now you can’t breathe, your collar tightening around you like a noose. You’re holding the wallet out and you can feel your face turning red, but it has nothing to do with being embarrassed. You’ll have plenty of time for that later. He brings his left hand up and rips the wallet from your grip, then backhands you hard on your ear. You’re gasping now and your head’s ringing and you watch as your hands try to claw his balled-up fist away, and then there’s a couple of male teachers there pulling him off you. Suddenly you can breathe again and right away you lunge for him, swinging a wide punch that glances off a teacher’s shoulder, the other swing, the big one, missing everybody, throwing you off balance, and you stumble forward. The one teacher grabs you now and pins your arms to your sides. He’s old and bald and surprisingly strong.

The red roar in your head recedes and you can hear all of the students in the stairwell. Some are stuck in that “fight, fight, fight” refrain, others are doing the “what happened?” drill, and others, mostly girls, are laughing. The senior is taller and bigger than either of the teachers, but he lets them keep him from getting to you.

“He stole my wallet.” He waves the wallet as he shouts like he’s daring you to reach for it again, unable to control your thieving urges.

“I didn’t steal it. It was on the floor,” you say, and there’s this strange crack in your voice. But nobody really heard it since everybody’s shouting now and there are more teachers herding everyone out of the stairwell. The jock’s still going on about how you stole his wallet, but the teacher’s telling him to be quiet and the teacher that has you—Mr. Harris—lets go of your arms but stands close enough to let you know you shouldn’t try to run. Not that you would, but if you did you sure as hell could outrun him.

They march you down the stairs and through the hall to the principal’s office and of course everybody’s gotta come out of their rooms and stare. You expect the students to do it—you’d do it—but there’s half the teachers, watching you go past with that sour now what? look on their faces.

“I said that’s enough. Knock it off.” It’s Mr. Coriddi, the other teacher, and he’s talking to the jock and he’s not kidding. He probably had to get up off his ass in the teachers’ lounge to deal with this and then there’s probably going to be some paperwork he’ll have to fill out. He teaches twelfth-grade math. He doesn’t like his job and he doesn’t care who knows it. You can hear it in his voice. He sounds a lot like your dad.

Coriddi is walking fast—got a card game waiting, no doubt—and the jock’s up there with him, walking that swagger that guys like him always walk. You and Mr. Harris are falling a few steps behind and he’s breathing through his nose, but it’s loud and there’s a whistle to it. It’s kinda funny, but you’re not ready to let go of that pissed feeling yet. You had Mr. Harris for study hall. There were forty kids in the class and it was only for the first quarter of last year. You didn’t think he’d remember you, but then he says, “Kyle, what class are you supposed to be in now?”

“English. Ms. Casey.”

He nods. You don’t know why he’d want to know, but you’re glad he asked. Up ahead, Coriddi walks past the school’s massive trophy case and up to the main office. He pushes open the glass door and points to a row of cafeteria chairs along the wall under a framed flag that you were told once flew over the White House. There’s a long counter in the main office, and the receptionist and the secretary and one of the counselors who was looking up some files all turn to watch you come in. The jock sits down at one end, you take the other. He keeps flipping through his wallet, making sure that everything is still there, going back, flipping through again, just in case you reached over and grabbed something when he wasn’t looking.

Coriddi leans against the counter. “Dave in?”

“I’ll give him a call,” the secretary says, and picks up a walkie-talkie off her desk.

The counselor looks over at the jock and rolls the file cabinet drawer shut. “Jake?” He says it like he can’t believe what he’s seeing, like the jock had three heads or something. “Jake Burke?”

“Hey, Mr. Linton,” the jock grunts.

“Jake, what are you doing here?”

Seeing Jake in the principal’s office is apparently news. Seeing Kyle Chase is not. The jock turns his head to look at you, then looks back at the counselor. “Somebody stole my wallet.”

Coriddi snaps his finger and points at the jock. “No talking.”

“He asked me a question,” Jake says, and now his voice is going up like he’s looking for a fight and you’re sitting there wondering how cool it would be if those two went at it right there in the main office. Running that thought through your head keeps you from punching the wall.

It takes ten minutes for the principal to arrive, two minutes for Coriddi to explain how he got it all under control, and two seconds for Mr. Harris to agree. The principal is checking with the secretary to see if he has any appointments coming up when one of the gym teachers comes through the office doors. He’s tall and trim, with the kind of square jaw football quarterbacks always have. He’s wearing track pants and a black and gold Midlands High Cougars sweatshirt. He’s balancing a cup of coffee on the back of a green clipboard. He jerks his right-angle chin at Jake the Jock. “What are you here for?”

Jake’s got his head tilted down and he’s lost all that swagger. “Hey, Coach.”

“Why are you here?”


Jake looks up to make sure Coriddi is gone. “Somebody stole my wallet and I had to get it back.”

The coach looks at you. “You take his wallet?”

“No. I—”

“He’s lying, Coach,” Jake says, and he gives this laugh.

The coach keeps his eyes on you. “Did you take his wallet?”

“I found it in the stairwell. I was going to bring it to the office, but I didn’t even get out of the stairwell before he was all up in my face.”

“Gentlemen,” the principal says, “I’d like to see the both of you in my office.”

Jake jumps up first. You sigh and stand, glancing at the coach as you walk by. He looks you in the eyes and you’re startled at what you see.

He believes you.

You’ve never had him as a gym teacher, you’re not on one of his teams, you’ve never spoken to him before. But there in his eyes, something that says he believes you.

Well now, that was unexpected.

 

Everything else that happens—the accusations, the suspension, getting grounded—goes pretty much the way you thought it would.


HOW YOU GOT THAT SCAR ON THE BACK OF YOUR HAND PART 1: THE OFFICIAL VERSION

DATE AND TIME OF INCIDENT: March 17, 7:10 a.m.

TYPE OF INCIDENT: Personal Injury

BUS #: 202, Route 1C

DRIVER: Bob Presutti

STUDENT’S NAME: Kyle Chase

DESCRIBE THE INCIDENT: Student slipped on wet floor and fell across the seat, putting his right hand through the glass of the window, lacerating back of right hand

DISPATCHER NOTIFIED: [X] YES [ ] NO

POLICE/AMBULANCE ARRIVED: [X] YES [ ] NO

POLICE/AMBULANCE REPORT #: 0317-a-14616-010

HOSPITALIZED: [X] YES [ ] NO

CHARGES FILED: [ ] YES [X] NO

PARENTS NOTIFIED: [X] YES [ ] NO

REFERRED FOR DISCIPLINARY ACTION: [ ] YES [X] NO

ADDITIONAL NOTES: Responding officer requests student speak with school psychologist



The fourth time you go ahead and hit SEND. Her phone rings way too soon.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Ashley, what’s up?”

“Eric?”

Eric? “No, it’s, uh, Kyle.”


“Kyle? Oh my god, we were just talking about you. How are you?”

Just talking about you? With Eric? Who the hell is Eric? “All right, I guess. Just hanging out.”

“I can’t believe they gave you three days and they only gave Jake one night’s detention. And that was for swearing. It sucks.”

She knows the jock’s name? “Yeah. It sucks.”

“I was at my locker getting stuff for my class and all of a sudden I hear Jake swearing his head off. F this, F that…”

She never swears. Well, not really swears. You first noticed it a few months back when she was pissed at her parents for something and she still didn’t swear. You wonder why, but you never asked her. It makes her more interesting, special.

“…then like everybody rushes to the stairwell, and I’m so short I can’t see a thing. All I heard was that a bunch of hoodies mugged Jake in the stairwell.”


“Who told you that?”

“I don’t know, that’s just what I heard. Then at lunch, Sophie told me how you got caught lifting Jake’s wallet—”

“What?”

“—and I’m like, Kyle? No way—”

“Thank you.”

“—I mean Jake would just crush you—”

“I didn’t try to take his wallet. I found it. It was there on the stairs. I picked it up and was checking to see whose it was and then he comes slamming into me like I stole it.”

“But you got suspended.”

“They couldn’t prove that I took it and they couldn’t prove that I didn’t, so they gave me three days for starting a fight.”

“So they just couldn’t prove anything?”

“I didn’t take his wallet.”

There’s a pause. A long pause. “Okay. So you didn’t take his wallet. Jeez.”


“Why would you think that I would? I don’t steal stuff.”

“I don’t know, it’s just that’s what everybody was saying.” She pauses again. “But I should’ve known.”

“Yeah, you should’ve known.”

“It’s not like you to do something like that, especially to somebody like Jake.”

You know what she means, but you say, “What do you mean?”

She gives a laugh, and for the first time you don’t like the sound of it. “If you’re gonna steal from anybody—”

“I didn’t steal anything.”

“I’m just saying, if. God, don’t get so freaked. If you were—if, Kyle—you’d be smarter than to try to jump Jake.”

This is the point where you’re supposed to say “I could kick his ass” or words to that effect, but really, you are smarter than that.

“Anyway,” she says, dragging every syllable out of the word, changing her voice to let you know that she’s dropping the subject, “remember that job I told you about, over at the piercing booth in the mall, the one Cici went for? The manager called me. I got an interview tomorrow.”

You’d like to go to the mall and just happen to bump into her after her interview and ask her how it went and suggest you go to Starbucks or something, but of course you’re grounded. She’s going on about what she’s going to wear and what she’s going to say and how she can get a 20 percent discount and how it’s so great because it’s right at the mall and part of you wants to point out that she doesn’t have the job yet and another part of you wants to find out who this Eric is. But one part—the part that wins—just wants to hear her talk. So other than the occasional yeahs and nos, you say nothing. It’s not what you want, not what you were hoping for, but you can hear her voice and, for now anyway, it’s good.

 


Tuesday. Your first day back and there’s a quiz in your math class. Ms. Ortman isn’t sure what to do with you. The way it works is she’s supposed to have sent any work she assigned for you to the main office where they gather it all together and then your mom comes in and picks it up, but from the way she’s acting—telling you how she was sure she had sent that packet to the office and that maybe it got lost there or something—you know she didn’t send it down. That’s okay, your mom never came by to pick it up anyway, mostly because you never told her she had to. But if you told her this time she’d wonder why you didn’t tell her the last time and you’d have to make up some story, so it’s just better for everybody this way.

Back to Ms. Ortman. It’s her second year and she’s still trying real hard to save the world, just like all the new teachers. But when it comes to the rules and the paperwork, the stuff the older teachers worry about, she fakes her way through and hopes no one notices. You all notice, but why would you say anything? She’s almost apologizing now and decides that, since the rest of the class is taking a quiz and since she really has to walk you through this next unit after school because you’re an idiot, she’s going to give you a pass to the library, that way you can catch up on the work you missed in your other classes. You both say yes, that’s a good idea, knowing there’s no chance of that happening, and you’re out the door, pass in hand.

The first thing you check is the time on the pass. It says 9:14. You could change it to 9:44, but you’d have to avoid getting stopped for half an hour and that’s not likely. So you go to the library, taking the longest route that could still be believable.

You spend a lot of time in the library. You used to be a big reader, horror mostly, but also those fantasy novels about guys with swords and women in metal bikinis. Mangas were cool for a while, but then the one bookstore that carried them got picketed by a church group and now they only stock G-rated graphic novels Paige would find dull.

You go to the library twice a week to get out of study hall. Not that you do any work there, but you go and sit by the magazines. And every time you’re there, the librarian looks over now and then to make sure you’re not sleeping. But—surprise—you’re reading. Time, Newsweek, U.S. News & World Report. The articles are short and some are interesting and all of them are more relevant than what you’re doing in class. Last week in American History, you were the only one who knew who the president of India was. The teacher didn’t even know. “I’ll check on that and let you know if you’re right.” Next day, of course, he didn’t say a thing about it.

So you walk into the library and there’s a ninth-grade English class over by the magazines, supposedly doing research but mostly just screwing around. You do a quick check of the room. You don’t see anybody you hang with, so you head to an empty table over by the science books, a part of the library nobody is likely to visit. On the way you grab a magazine off the rack—Maclean’s—push out a chair with your foot and slump down, ready to kill forty-seven minutes.

You’re two paragraphs into a story about the Canadian Army when you sense someone standing by the table. You look up.

What if you hadn’t looked up? What if you’d just kept on reading, ignored him until he went away? Or what if when you saw him, you’d taken off, left him there to find someone else to kill time with? Or stood up and sucker punched him before he said a thing? All right, that wouldn’t have happened, but it all seems so random, doesn’t it?

You look up.

He’s about your age, maybe a bit bigger than you. He’s wearing a bright red shirt under a black sport coat—the kind your father would wear—top button open and no tie. The shirt’s tucked into a pair of jeans that are not as baggy as the kind you wear. A dork by anybody’s standards. He looks at you for a second, then smiles this strange smile.

“My name is Zack,” he says, “and I’ll be your waiter today. Would you like to hear the specials or should I just start you off with something from the bar?”

You look at him and you can feel yourself scowling. The last thing you need is some retarded kid hanging around. Except he doesn’t look retarded. He’s standing there, his thumbs hooked into the pockets of his jeans, shoulders relaxed, way too cool to be retarded.

So he must be queer.

You say as much under your breath, loud enough for him to hear, adding a few of the appropriate F-words.

He sighs and shakes his head. “Such a predictable first guess. Sorry, wrong answer. But it’s still your turn.” He reaches over and spins a chair around and sits down at the corner of your table. “Try ‘Bizarre New Kid’ for a hundred points.”

You ignore him and think about moving, but you were here first. You flip the page in the magazine and act as if you’re reading the ad.

“Let’s see, Watson,” he says, and now he’s pretending to have a British accent. “Black T-shirt, black hooded sweatshirt, baggy black pants, fashionably unkempt hair, horned skull ring on one hand, fingernails bitten down to nubs, sullen piss-off expression…yes, quite obvious. At some schools they’re called the Freaks, at others the Burnouts, at one school in the east they’re referred to as the F-U tribe, as that is their traditional greeting.” He leans in on the table as if to get a closer look at you. “Here at venerable Midlands High, I believe the species is known as the Hoodies.”

Head down, you look over at him. You want to reach out and smack that smug smile off his face, but if you got in a fight your first day back, your parents would seriously kill you. You look down at the magazine and realize you were staring at an ad for Viagra. You flick the page so hard it rips.

“I know, I’m amazing, but you’ll get used to it in time.” He drops the accent, pauses long enough so that he knows you’re listening, and says, “Trust me, I know you will. Mr. Kyle Chase.”

Your head snaps up—it’s instinct—and you look at him, trying to look hard, but you can’t keep the surprise out of your eyes. He’s got your attention now and he knows it. He flashes his eyebrows up and down several times, that same stupid smile on his face.

No, not a smile. A smirk.

“You are Kyle Chase, fifteen, of 122 Woodbine Lane, aren’t you?”

You are, but you just look at him.

“Yes, I know all about you, Mr. Kyle Chase, fifteen, of 122 Woodbine Lane. Like how right now your best grade is a C minus in math, that last year you put your fist through a bus window, that you have accumulated an impressive eighteen days of detention since September, that you were in no less than four fights last year, all of which you started, and that you have just completed three days’ suspension for stealing Jake Burke’s wallet.”

“I didn’t steal his wallet. I found it on the stairwell and—”

“Yes, yes, yes, it was all in the report, Mr. Kyle Chase, all in the report.”

You feel your head tilt to the side, your eyes narrowing.

“Picture it, Kyle,” he says as he leans back in his chair, balancing easy on two legs, his hands conjuring up the scene. “New kid in the school, history of…indiscretions. The principal—here playing the role of the stern but understanding adult who wants to give this kid a fresh start—calls said child to his office for the reading of the riot act. In the midst of his soliloquy, an unnamed secretary intrudes, says that there’s a matter only he can address, and suddenly the new kid finds himself alone in the principal’s office with nothing to read but the folders on the desk.”

“You read the stuff on the principal’s desk?”

He holds his hand out as if he’s presenting you to a crowd. “And your science teacher had the audacity to say you don’t pay attention. Well done, young Chase, well done. By the way, if the weather holds up there’s a fire drill tomorrow, fifth period.”

Then he does something you don’t expect. He reaches his arm out across the table to shake your hand, old-fashioned style, the way your father taught you to shake hands when you were five. “Zack McDade.”

You keep your grip on the magazine and look at him. His smirk has shifted a bit, not so smart-assed, but still there’s something about it that pisses you off. He raises his hand an inch or two, just in case you missed it, but you leave him hanging.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. Such manners.” He doesn’t look mad or hurt or embarrassed—if anything he looks amused, as if this was the response he’d expected from you.

Behind him, the library doors swing open and one of the security guards steps in. With a stretched-neck, squinty-eye pose, she scans the room. She gives the magazine area a long look, sweeps across the empty fiction area and then over to where you’re sitting. Naturally, she heads right for you.

Zack stands up and straightens his jacket, pulling the cuffs of his red shirt out the ends of the sleeves. “A pleasure meeting you, Mr. Kyle Chase. Let’s do this again sometime.”

The security guard is at your table before you can say anything worth saying. An F-bomb with her walking up would get you a quick six days’ detention. You say nothing and close the magazine, wondering what you’re in trouble for now.

“There you are,” she says in that I’m-so-tough voice she uses, but she’s not talking to you. “Who told you you could leave like that?”


Zack keeps his smile. “Let him that would move the world first move himself.”

You both look at him.

“Socrates? Father of philosophy?” Zack pauses encouragingly, but neither you nor the security guard says a word. He sighs. “This is going to be a long year.”

“Let’s go,” the security guard says, snapping her fingers and reaching for her walkie-talkie as they start back across the library. “This is Unit Two—found our new kid.”

Over the static squawk and hiss of the main office’s reply, you hear Zack ask if she hates her parents for naming her Unit.

 

“So she goes, ‘Do you have a résumé?’ and I hand her the folder and she opens it up and reads for like a minute and says something like ‘You don’t have a lot of job experience, do you?’ and I’m thinking, duh, I’m fifteen years old….”

Ashley stayed after school for math help again. You stayed after because Ashley was staying after, but you didn’t go for math help like you were supposed to, you just hung out, waiting for her. Not that she knew, but you did. It’s cold outside, so you’re standing in the alcove by the side door. There’s no wind here and what little sun there is slants in and warms the red bricks of the walls. She’s got on a winter coat and she looks like a little snow bunny. Cute and sexy at the same time, if that’s even possible. You, of course, are freezing your ass off, your black hoodie no match for the mid-November weather.

“The first thing she asks me is if I know Cici DiGenarro, and I want to say ‘Cici? Yeah, I know Cici, she’s a little lying brat who tries to steal her friends’ jobs,’ but I just smile and I say that I know her from school….”

You recall something about a job interview at the mall—a shoe store?—and you think you recall something about Ashley’s best friend, Cici, going for the same job, but you’re not a hundred percent sure, so you keep your mouth shut and nod along. Part of you wants to steer the conversation around to this Eric guy, find out who he is, how she knows him. Part of you never wants to hear his name again. And another part of you, a part you hope isn’t so obvious when she leans into you to stay warm, doesn’t listen to you anyway.

“So she gets to the education part and she’s like, ‘Oooh, honor roll. Impressive,’ and I can’t tell if she’s serious or just screwing with me, ya know?”

Screwing with me.

Damn.

You can picture it. Easy. Hell, you picture it all the time. And even right now, your nuts frozen solid, thinking about it makes you sweat.

“Then she sees I played softball last year and she starts telling me about this team she’s on, all women in their twenties like her, as if I care, but I keep nodding and smile and I ask her what position she plays….”

Did she say honor roll?

“For the references I put down this lady I used to babysit for, and Reverend Keyes from my church. Think I should have asked them first if it was okay?”

You shrug and say no. Softball?

“So she tells me about the job, like how I’d have to learn to do piercings and if I got sick when I saw blood…”

How much do you know about her? You think about her all the time and you can imagine what it’d be like to be with her, what it would feel like, what her hair would smell like, the things she’d say, the things she’d do. But you just found out she’s on the honor roll. True, it’s only Midlands, but still. And she plays sports. Nobody you hang with plays sports.

“And they only do ear piercings, which is cool cuz I don’t want to be touching some guy’s slimy tongue….”


You want to know more about her. You want to know what she thinks, what she dreams about, what she wants to do when she gets out of school, what her favorite bands are, which Saw movie she thought was best, which classes she hates, the kind of things she likes to do, you know, sexwise.

“…a second interview Wednesday after school, so I’m like, sure, but come on, it’s just poking holes in earlobes….”

You think about getting to know her, the hours you’ll spend on the phone, texting all night, hanging out on the weekends or after school like now. You don’t mind just talking. That’ll lead to other stuff, sure, but talking, yeah, that’s okay. With her it’d be different. You could tell her what you really felt and not be afraid she’d laugh, even if you weren’t sure what you felt. But she’d help you figure it out, and you’d help her, too, it would be—

“Well,” she says as she punches your chest, “I said, do you think I should?”


You don’t have a clue what she’s talking about. You take a deep breath. “It depends,” you say after a long, thoughtful-looking pause. “Is that what you really want?”

It’s the kind of question your mother throws at you all the time, the kind that’s supposed to keep you talking but that you always answer with the same shrug.

She looks up at you and smiles. “You’re right. I don’t know. I really don’t know, you know?”

You still don’t know, but you smile and you give her a quick hug, and she starts talking again, but you’re busy thinking about how cool it would be to really get to know her.

 

“I’m done yelling at you, Kyle. I’m done hounding you about things you should do. Do you understand what I’m saying? I’m done.”


It’s your mom, and you understand what she’s saying. You understood her the first time she said it, two years ago, and you understood her every time she said it since. And, like all the other times, you really wish she meant it.

Life would be so much easier if they just left you alone, let you do what you wanted. You wouldn’t cause them any grief, you’d take care of yourself and make your own food and get yourself where you needed to go. But no, she doesn’t mean it and even as she’s telling you that she’s done lecturing at you about how you need to grow up and learn to be responsible, she’s circling around and lecturing at you about how you need to grow up and learn to be responsible.

“You’re going to be sixteen soon, Kyle. Sixteen. Do you know what that means?”

What does it mean? You can get a job, but you could’ve done that at fifteen with a waiver on your working permit. You could get your driver’s license, but your father has made it clear that you can’t even get your permit until you get a job and have five hundred bucks in the bank to cover the jump in his insurance premium. You can’t vote until you’re eighteen, not that you care, and you can’t buy beer until you’re twenty-one, something you’re beginning to care more and more about. And you have to be seventeen to legally drop out of school. You’re not going to, but it’s nice to know you have options. You remember reading somewhere that in some state in the South you can get married at sixteen without your parents’ permission, so there’s always that.

“I never see you hanging around with Rick or Dan anymore. You were friends for years. You should give them a call.”

So they can tell you all about how wonderful it is at Odyssey? So they can ask you questions about Midlands and then glance at each other with that look while you’re answering, like you’re confirming all the things they heard about the dump? So they can tell you how they’re going into AP classes next year? So you can sit around and talk about the good old days, back before you were a loser? So you can feel even worse about yourself?

“Or that pretty black girl. You know. What was her name?”

Denica. You met her in sixth grade. Back then she used to catch a special bus to the high school every day just to take eleventh-grade math. She was smart and had this funny laugh and she always smelled like cocoa butter. She was the first girl you ever kissed and you remember that she wore bubblegum-flavored lip gloss. Your mom always calls her That Pretty Black Girl, as if that’s all that mattered about her.

“She was nice.”

Yes, she was.

“You should call her.”

Ah, but you did call her, didn’t you? Back in ninth grade. You talked for twenty minutes. Then you heard her mom in the background ask her a question and she said, “some boy,” and her mom asked another question and she said, “No, he goes to Midlands.” The way she said it and the way her mom laughed when she heard it made you wish you could take the call back.

“And I wish you wouldn’t slouch like that when I’m talking to you. Sit up straight, why don’t you? Is that how you would sit in a job interview, all slouched over like that? And did you ever pick up an application from the grocery store like I asked? It seems like that HELP WANTED sign is up every other week. You could have had that job if you had gone over the first time I told you. And how many times have I told you that you have to write up a résumé? Why did I bother buying that program for the computer if you’re not going to use it? I’m telling you, Kyle, I am done talking to you about these things.”

You wish.

 


Naturally, that Zack kid is in your English class.

He’s sitting two rows over, but there’s nobody in the seat between you, so you have a clear view of him. He’s wearing jeans and sneakers, new, but neither in what could be referred to as the adolescent fashion of the day.

And he’s wearing a lime green sport coat.

It looks ridiculous, especially with the yellow shirt underneath, yet it fits so well that you realize that it’s not something his father outgrew. He’s kicked back, all slumped down, his legs stretched out, his feet crossed at the ankles way up under Megan’s seat. He’s got the front cover of Romeo and Juliet curled around to the back, the book propped up on the edge of his desk, and for some reason he’s laughing.

Ms. Casey wants you all to read Act II, Scene 1 silently to yourselves while she takes attendance or does whatever she does with her grade book every day before class. Nobody really reads when she says this, since you all know she’s going to go back and have you read it as a class anyway. But it’s Zack’s first day and he can be forgiven for doing what he was told. It’s the laughing part that has everyone, even Ms. Casey, glancing over at him.

“It’s Zack, right?” Ms. Casey says, looking at him then at the paper in her hand, so it’s obvious that she knows that’s his name.

He looks up from his book, his laugh dying to an open-mouth smile. “No, it’s Zack McDade. Right’s just my nature.” He gives a little wave and goes back to reading, the chuckling laugh starting up with the first line.

Ms. Casey closes her eyes and sighs and for once you can relate. She pauses a half beat longer than usual and even the nerdy kids are peeking over to see what she’ll do. “Zack, we’re reading silently to ourselves, so that means no distracting—”

“Sorry. Can’t be done.”

“Excuse me?”


“No problem, apology accepted,” he says, and keeps on reading.

A line crossed, her tone shifts. “Mr. McDade.”

He looks up and now everybody is watching. “Yes?”

“We are reading silently to ourselves. Do you know what that means?”

He tilts the book down and looks up at the ceiling, one hand coming up to his chin, like he’s pondering the question. “Well,” he says, drawing the word out with a growl, “since we can’t very well read silently to each other, I’m assuming—and this is just a guess, so jump in if I’m way off base here—that you want us to consume Act Two, Scene One without verbalizing the words or the content therein.”

Ms. Casey gives him an icy stare.

“Well then,” he continues, “it seems we have a problem.”

Her stare drops a few more degrees.

“Ms. Casey, as much as I’d like to comply with your quite reasonable request, it is scientifically impossible to read Act Two, Scene One of Romeo and Juliet without laughing. It simply cannot be done.” He sits up and gets this excited look on his face, flipping a page back in the book, then holding up his hand to stop her interruption before it starts.

“Mercutio is talking about Romeo and says, ‘’twould anger him to raise a spirit in his mistress’ circle, of some strange nature, letting it there stand till she had laid it and conjur’d it down.’” He looks up at Ms. Casey. “You want me to read jokes about virgins, erections, and hand jobs without laughing? It cannot be done.”

You’re in the last seat of the row and even from there you can see her eyes narrowing, her nostrils flaring out. If you can see it, so can he.

“And then there’s line thirty-eight. I mean I’d expect it in, say, The Naughty Stewardess. But a class assignment? You sure you should be letting us read this porn, Ms. C.?”


So, like everybody else in the class, you look at the line—the open-arsed part is obvious, but what’s a pop’rin pear? And even though they’re laughing, you know your classmates don’t have a clue. This is Midlands High, not Odyssey. Students here don’t get Shakespeare. Ms. Casey has all but said it since passing out the book a very long week ago.

But apparently somebody does get Shakespeare. Or he knows how to pretend he does.

Either way, it makes no difference.

Without taking her eyes off Zack, Ms. Casey reaches for the pad of preprinted forms they use when they send someone down to the vice principal’s office. You know the form well and you wonder if she’ll check the Disruptive Behavior or the Insubordination box.

Either way, it makes no difference.

At the door, checked form in hand, Zack turns back to face the class. “‘Parting is such sweet sorrow, that I shall say good night till it be morrow.’” But before he closes the door, he looks at you and gives a nod. You nod back.

Two minutes later, the class is back to normal, the students pretending to read silently to themselves and Ms. Casey pretending to care.

 

The weather holds and there’s a fire drill during fifth period.

 

Thursday morning. Homeroom. A summary of the things Ashley says during your eight-minute conversation:


	She got the job at the ear-piercing place

	Cici also got a job there

	This is a good thing because Cici is her best friend

	Next week she’ll be spending Thanksgiving at her grandparents’ house

	She wants a new phone

	She saw the funniest video online

	No, she has never seen a porno online and thinks it’s gross

	She texts too much

	She thinks she needs glasses

	She would rather have contacts

	She asks if you know the new kid in school named Zack

	Just because someone wears a sport coat doesn’t make him gay

	He got kicked out of class for swearing at Ms. Casey

	This is what everyone is saying

	She didn’t know that he was in your English class

	She thinks what he really said was funny

	She thinks he sounds cool

	 No, she is not kidding

	She has a test in social studies first period

	She really should have studied



With forty-five seconds left in homeroom, she asks you to explain the elastic clause of the U.S. Constitution.

 

“You didn’t think I’d forget about it, did you?”

It’s Thursday afternoon. You’re in the boys’ locker room. You’re wearing a pair of black gym shorts and socks—your T-shirt is balled up on the floor and you don’t know what they did with your sneakers.

They had come in fast—you didn’t see a thing and you are sure no one else did either. So it’ll be your word against theirs. Guess who’ll win that one?

Three members of the school’s varsity lacrosse team are gathered around the back corner where your gym locker is located, watching as the team’s co-captain leans his thick forearm into your neck, pinning you up against a row of cold, metal doors, the dial of a Master lock digging into the back of your head.

And of course it’s Jake the Jock doing the talking, the “it” being the ass-kicking he promised you last week.

Thanks to the school’s rotating schedule, your last class was gym. The gym teacher held everybody till right before the bell, so no matter how fast you changed you would not have made the bus.

So you didn’t rush.

You were going to stay after school anyway, maybe see Ashley. Bump into her all casual—oh, you’re here, too?—talk about nothing until her mother picked her up. That may not be such a good idea now, since in a few seconds you’ll have a broken nose and a swollen-shut eye. Not a look you think Ashley will find attractive.


The jocks are all wearing jeans and polo shirts, the type of shirts these kinds of jocks always wear, neat and tailored looking, with the short sleeves that cling to their biceps and the colors that show off their late-fall tans.

If you yelled, shouted for help, there’s a good chance the gym teacher might hear you and bust this up, but you wouldn’t do that, wouldn’t call for help. Better to get the piss beat out of you than call for help. It’d only take a few weeks to recover from a beating. Yelling for help would scar you for life.

Besides, you can hardly breathe as it is with his arm crushing your windpipe.

This is where Jake is supposed to say something like, “I’ll teach you to try to steal my wallet,” or, “How’d you like a knuckle sandwich?” or some other stupid movie-line crap, but he doesn’t, and you watch—everything slow motion now—as he rolls his lower lip between his teeth, clenches his fist tighter, draws in a sharp breath, and cocks his arm back an extra inch.

Then a voice.

“And…cut.”

A voice you know.

“Thank you, gentlemen,” Zack says, leaning over the top of the row of lockers behind Jake, a cell phone in his hands. “That’s a wrap.”

Everything hangs in place—the slack jaws of Jake’s pals, Jake’s fist a dozen inches from your face, the sweat rolling down your nose—as Zack jumps down the back of the lockers and strolls around to join the group. He’s looking at his cell phone, his thumb texting away, the green plaid of his sport coat a few shades off from the color of the painted concrete walls.

And still nobody moves.

“Excellent. Outstanding. Each of you. Truly well done.” Phone held in his fingertips, Zack claps softly. “Jake’s brutish anger, the stoic defiance in young Chase’s eyes. And you,” he says, aiming his claps at the other jocks, “supporting roles are so difficult, yet you brought them to life. Bravos all around.”

“What the hell you think—”

Zack points to his phone. “Have you seen these? They’re amazing. Not the phone part, the video part. The resolution is unbelievable, even in low light like this.” He glances up at the fluorescent lights then turns his attention back to his phone. “The zoom feature is very cool. You can get in real close. And the audio. That’s probably the most impressive feature.”

Jake jerks his forearm and your head bangs against the locker, and he turns to look at Zack. You can feel something warm running down the back of your neck, but you can breathe again.

“Hey!” Jake shouts. It’s a voice that’s used to being obeyed. “I’m talking to you, freak.”

“Be with you in a second,” Zack says, holding up a finger of his free hand, his thumb dancing across the keypad. “Just sending this off.”

“It’s that queer kid,” one of the jocks says, finally placing the face or the sport coat. The others agree and add in their own descriptors.

“Gentlemen. Such language. Besides, I’m not the one who spent the last twenty minutes lurking around the locker room waiting for some boy to get undressed.”

Jake grunts and steps over the bench. “That’s it. You’re dead.”

Zack is smiling that smirky smile and you think, yup, he’s dead. Jake gets right up on him, bumping Zack with his chest and glaring at him, staring him down to the tile floor. Zack meets his eyes, the smile still on his face. “Jake, Jake, Jake. Aren’t you even the slightest bit curious what I was doing?”

You see the edges of Jake’s mouth twitch, but he keeps leaning in so that Zack has to bend back to keep their eyes locked.

“I filmed the whole thing, Jake. All of it. Starting out in the hallway when I heard you and your compadres talking about how you were going to beat up young Chase here, the sneaking around the locker room, the way you came around the corner, ambushing him as he’s pulling his shirt over his head. The way you slammed him up against the locker was quite impressive. Oh, and gentlemen?” Zack allows himself a quick glance at the other jocks. “You’re all in it, too. Unquestionably, undeniably you.”

Jake inches back on his heels. “So? You show it to anybody and you’re a dead man.” Jake chuckles and his friends chuckle, too. But there’s no mistaking the nervous edge.

“Won’t you ever learn, Jake?” You watch as Zack taps the keys on his phone, holding it out as Jake’s voice, tinny but clear in the phone’s small speaker, repeats the threat. “Now I’ve already emailed the video to myself. Whether I email it to Principal Lyttle and Coach Comeau is completely up to you.”

You’re certain that Jake is not as dumb as he looks, but he proves otherwise. “What do you mean?”

Now Zack leans forward and Jake steps back, playing it off by resting an elbow on the top of an open locker door. “If anything unfortunate should happen to either Mr. Chase or myself—for the rest of the year—I’ll be sure to include you when I send out the video.”

“Oh, like I’m supposed to be scared of—”

“Yes,” Zack snaps, and for once the humor is missing from his voice. “And you are. Now go away before I decide to punch young Chase in the nose just to blame it on you.”

Jake scowls for a moment, stands a little taller, but it’s over and you all can feel it. He laughs like it’s not the big deal it is and pushes past Zack, bumping him out of the way, his crew in tow. He rounds the corner and you hear a fist dent in a locker—you can relate to that—then a moment later the crash bar to the exit being kicked open.

You don’t know what to say, so you rattle off a dozen swearwords, then snatch up your T-shirt and throw it in your backpack. Zack is standing off to the side, pushing buttons on his phone. You should say something, so you start to mumble “thanks,” but he cuts you off.

“I’d love to stay and chat, but I’m already a tad bit late for my appearance at the detention room. I’m sure you can take it from here.” He smiles, does that wave thing, and is gone.

 

HOW YOU GOT THAT SCAR ON THE BACK OF YOUR HAND PART 2: WHAT YOU TOLD THE SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGIST

 

I don’t know why everybody keeps saying that I’m angry all the time.

Okay, not everybody.

My father, for one.

And I bet the bus driver, now.

But I’m not angry all the time.


Sometimes, sure.

Everybody is.

So why does everybody keep saying it’s just me?

All right, not everybody.

Jesus.

It’s just an expression.

No, I’m not angry now.

But I could be if you want me to be.

I’m glad, too.

What really happened?

You read the report.

I slipped and fell into the seat and my hand went through the window.

I don’t care if you don’t believe it.

Why couldn’t it have happened that way?

Well, maybe I fell in farther than I thought.

Maybe my arm was higher, I don’t know.

Why should I tell you something different?

And get suspended?

Why do you care?


Right.

Okay, we’ll play what-if.

What if I told you that I wanted to punch that kid in the face?

The kid that was sitting there.

I don’t know, just some kid.

He pissed me off.

Something he said.

I don’t remember.

All right, something about me being stupid.

Why would I care what he thought?

Because he pissed me off, okay?

Damn.

I said I don’t remember.

I’m not getting mad.

He said something, so I went to hit him.

Professional help? Yeah, right.

Because I didn’t hit anybody.

I could have, but I didn’t.

I don’t know, I just didn’t.


Probably would have knocked him out. But I didn’t. Damn.

I hit the window instead.

No, that’s not what happened.

We were playing what-if, remember? I told you, I slipped.

There’s nothing else to talk about.

Can I go now?

 

It’s Friday night and you’re hanging around outside the 7-Eleven, freezing your ass off. They only let you in the store one at a time and Max is in there buying a Slurpee. It’s thirty degrees outside and he’s buying a drink made with crushed ice. And he’s taking forever about it, too, filling the cup’s domed lid one minute squirt at a time.

Derrick was a no-show, but you figured that. He and Shannon had been fighting all day at school, something he said or didn’t say or something else altogether, you didn’t want to know. He was home, on the phone no doubt. Damage control. It would be different for you and Ashley. You’d never argue with her. You’d just agree with everything she said. You’re sure she’d like that because that’s pretty much what you do now.

Ryan is outside with you, leaning up against the spot where there used to be a pay phone. You don’t remember there ever being a phone, but there had to have been one once because they still have that metal hood that says phone on the side. He’s got Kristi pulled up tight against him, her legs snaked around his, both of them holding their cigarettes off to the side as they stick their tongues down each other’s throats. There’s a vinyl banner across the front of the building—OPEN 24/7. BECAUSE THIRST NEVER SLEEPS—and the way it’s hanging it blocks the store’s spotlight, putting the two of them in a shadow. But it’s still light enough to see her grinding up against his leg like she does every time she gets near him. She’s in the eleventh grade, and she and Ryan have been banging away every chance they get for the past year.

She’s okay looking, you guess. She has mousy colored hair that’s frayed at the edges and she wears too much makeup, even by Midlands’ standards. Her voice sounds old, all gravelly and raw, and she swears more than any guy you know. Once last summer, when Ryan was visiting his dad, you two got busy in the shed in your backyard, your first time, her first time that week. After all the hype, you were surprised at how little it meant to you and disappointed that it meant even less to her.

You were in eighth grade when your parents gave you the Talk. Which was a little late, since in sixth grade you had written that report on ways to prevent sexually transmitted diseases. But they wanted to avoid any future “problems,” saying that it was important that you “got it straight.” You wanted to tell them that getting it straight wasn’t the problem, but they seemed so serious that you didn’t say a thing. And that made them more serious. In the end what they did try to explain you knew years ago, your mother wrapping it all up by saying, “Remember, Kyle, every girl is somebody’s sister.” You know what she meant, but she obviously didn’t know Kristi. Besides, Kristi is an only child.

Max walks out of the store, Slurpee in hand, grinning, and you wonder if his parents did a lot of drugs before he was born. He holds up the cup. It’s the size of a small mailbox. “I mixed the orange one and the Coke one and the energy drink one and the pineapple one all together.”

“How’s it taste?”

“Like crap. You see the guy in there?”

You look past him and at the manager behind the counter, a guy your father’s age with even less hair and a nervous way of looking around, like any second he expects some crackhead to burst in with a shotgun. Not that it’s likely, but working alone in a store like that, your mind probably wanders a lot. “Yeah?”

“See his coat?”

You look again. It’s the bright red smock they wear with a name tag and a button that says WE ID EVERYONE. “Yeah?”

Max grins. “Maybe your freaky friend Zack can borrow it sometime.”

You could tell him that he’s wrong, that it’s not a sport coat and that Zack isn’t your friend, but that would just keep him going on about coats and smocks and everything, and it’s just not worth the effort.

Kristi comes up for air and looks over at Max. “Oooh, a Slurpee. Can I have some?”

“Sure,” Max says. What else could he say? The rule is any decent-looking girl asks to share your drink or have a lick of your ice cream or take a bite of a sandwich, you say yes. It’s gross if you think about it, especially like now, Kristi’s lips all covered with Ryan’s spit, but there are some rules even you wouldn’t break. She peels herself off Ryan and runs over to Max, her feet scuffing the sidewalk like a little kid. She does the up-and-down straw thing first, then takes a long sip. Ryan makes the expected jokes about better things to suck on and she replies with the expected suggestive comments, Max giggling like he hasn’t heard them all a hundred times before, adding his expected third-wheel line so Ryan can make his well-rehearsed just-try-it-and-see-what-happens threat, and you’re wondering when the last time any one of them had an original thought was. You’re all standing there—Ryan still leaning in the ex–phone booth, Max and Kristi near the store entrance and you somewhere in between—when Jake the Jock pulls up in his car.

It’s an electric blue Honda Prelude, new, with tricked-out rims and sidelights and on the backseat window a decal of that cartoon kid taking a piss. He’s playing something loud and thumping and he gives the engine a rev before shutting it off and stepping out.

“Later,” Max says, snatching his Slurpee from Kristi and bumping into both of you as he ducks around the corner of the building. Ryan leans deeper into his metal cave, telling Kristi to get her ass over there. You? You stand there. What else you gonna do? Run away? Hardly.

Jake pushes the car door shut and starts for the entrance. And that’s when he sees you. He slows up a bit and you watch as his lips pull back, his teeth clenched. He angles toward you, not much but enough to put you within range. He’s five feet away when his phone goes off, some college fight song for a ringtone.

“What up?” he says into the phone, staring you down as he walks past, letting you know he’s blowing you off, as if you aren’t worthy of anything more than a glance. And that’s fine by you. He goes into the store, still talking on the phone, and you think now’s a good time to leave. You stood your ground, no need to push it. You turn around and see Ryan and Kristi halfway down the block, Ryan’s arm draped over her shoulder, his cigarette glowing like a nightlight.

 

You crack open the warm beer and take a seat on top of the picnic table. “You left me hanging back there.”

Ryan shrugs and sits on the big rock that marks the far edge of the park. Max and Kristi are on the swings, their feet on the ground, rocking back and forth. Kristi isn’t into beer and once you and Max leave, she’ll break out a joint for her and Ryan. She isn’t into sharing, either.

You say it again, hitting each word so Ryan knows you expect an answer.


“It’s none of my business. What’s between you and that asshole is between you and that asshole.”

“So you would have let him beat me up?”

He shrugs again. “You could’ve taken him.”

Wrong answer. You take a swig of your beer, part of the six-pack Max stole from home.

“Besides, if he would have swung, I would have been on him.”

“From halfway down the street?”

He smirks and shakes his head. But it’s a lame smirk, no confidence behind it, all bluff. “I was there. Max, where was I?”

Max looks up from the drag marks in the dirt. “I don’t know. I had to pee, so I went back by the Dumpster.”

You smile. “Really? Then they must have moved the Dumpster to the other store.”

“Kyle, just get over it, okay?” Kristi says. “It’s no big deal. It’s not like he hit you or anything. He didn’t even notice you, okay? Don’t be such a wuss.”


You stand up and toss an almost-full beer in the direction of the slide. “I’m not the one who walked away.”

And then, for the first time, that’s exactly what you do.

 

You walk in the door at eight o’clock. You haven’t been home this early on a Friday night since the end of eighth grade. Your father looks at you, grunts something about homework, then goes back to watching a finger-jabbing commentator bully his guests, shouting over them and telling them to shut up. Your dad loves this guy. Big surprise there.

Your mom just put your sister to bed. You wonder if she still reads her stories the way she used to, the way she said she did with you. She walks into the kitchen as you’re getting the milk out of the fridge and she stops, her eyes popping open, looking at you as if you just swam in from Australia. “Kyle, you’re home early.”

Your mother is a master of the obvious. Most of what she says to you is stuff you already know or stuff you’d have to be an idiot not to see.

Kyle, your room’s a mess.

Kyle, you’re failing science.

Kyle, you’re old enough to have a job.

Kyle, you never bring any books home.

Kyle, at this rate you’re not going to get into college.

Either she enjoys pointing out what you already know or she thinks you’re an idiot.

“Kyle, that’s a full gallon of milk. Hold on so you don’t drop it.”

She thinks you’re an idiot.

“There’s some doughnuts in the box on the counter,” she says, pointing to the box on the counter that says DOUGHNUTS. “Your dad’s in watching TV.”

You grab a chocolate-glazed doughnut, your favorite. “I’m gonna go up to my room.”

She pulls out a chair at the kitchen table in front of a cup of tea. “Sit with me for a minute.”

So you sit.

“How’s everything going at school?”

You shrug as you pull the doughnut apart, dunking bits in the cold milk.

“Are we going to be getting any surprises when your report card arrives?”

“I don’t think so,” you say, and you’re being honest since, if they’ve been reading all the notes your teachers have been sending home about you missing assignments and failing tests, your expected low grades shouldn’t come as a surprise to anyone.

“That’s good.” She reaches over and takes a small piece of your doughnut and pops it in her mouth. She chews slowly and takes a sip of her tea. There’s something about the way she moves, the way she keeps her eyes on the doughnut, that tells you she’s as uncomfortable with this as you are.


When did that start? One day you were sitting on her lap playing Candy Land, the next you were a couple of strangers living in the same house, a reality show that’s stumbling along until it’s canceled. It’s not that you don’t love her anymore, it’s just that everything’s changed. But you’re not sure how yet, and neither is she. That’s why it’s so strange.

“How’s everything else?”

Good question. “Okay, I guess.”

She’s trying—you’ve got to give her credit for that. You know she’s fighting the urge to get on you about your grades or finding a job or any one of the other things she’s genetically programmed to harass you about. And you’d like to help, but you don’t know what to say, either. Tell her how you have no real friends? How you can’t work up the balls to ask Ashley out? How you’re afraid that you really are going to be as big a failure as everyone seems to think you’re going to be? How everything’s changing so fast, but nothing’s changing at all, that it could be like this for the rest of your life? How sometimes you just want to haul off and punch something?

“Thanksgiving’s this Thursday. Don’t forget, we’re going to Uncle Kevin and Aunt Mary’s house.”

“Okay.”

“They’re deep-frying the turkey again this year. You like it like that, don’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“Remember last year how he almost burned down the garage with that thing?” She laughs and you nod.

“Yeah.”

More silence, a second doughnut, then she cracks.

“Kyle, you never picked up a job application from the grocery store. They’re not going to come to the door and ask you if you want a job. Now today your father saw a sign at Marello’s gas station. You could even walk there. I mean, how hard could it be? But nobody’s going to even consider you until you get that résumé finished.”

Ten minutes later she wraps up the “clothes that fit” portion of her chat and lets you head up to your room.

You make a mental note not to come home early again.

 

You flick through all the channels one more time before deciding that Saturday-morning television sucks.

The cartoons are nothing but half-hour commercials for action figures, interrupted every six minutes with actual commercials for the same action figures. It was that way when you were younger and you can’t believe you actually used to get up early to watch this crap. If you don’t count the sports, the news, the infomercials, the black-and-white movies, the religious programs, or the home-remodeling shows—and you don’t—there’s nothing on.

If it had been a typical Friday night, you’d still be asleep with another four hours to go before you woke up at the crack of noon. But around seven you started to get a headache and had to get up, the first time you had been out of bed before your parents on a weekend since Christmas five years ago.

You’re sitting on the couch, wrapped up in the blanket, clicker in one hand, when your sister sits down next to you.

Paige is five years old, she’s in kindergarten, and she’s the nicest person you know. She’s never been whiny or demanding like all the kids you see at the mall, and as far as you know she’s never thrown a temper tantrum or punched something just because she was pissed off.

You got all those genes.

You were ten when she was born, just about the point when your parents must have realized that you were going to screw it all up.
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