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To my mom, Betty Jones, and in memory of my father, Vaughn Paul Jones, who never hammered, always encouraged, and provided me with love, support, and my first typewriter.


One

July 25, Before Junior Year

“Bret, what the hell is wrong with you?”

I stand mute for a moment as my dad shakes his head. “What do you mean?” I reply, playing Mr. Innocent without much conviction.

“Why don’t you go inside with the women?” my dad says in a voice that kills. “Go bake cookies with your mother or play dolls with your sister, Robin.”

I don’t say anything, because words don’t matter. What matters is changing the oil filter on Mom’s car. I turned sixteen yesterday, and with my new driver’s license I was ready to burn up summer on the road, except my father imposed rules not required by Michigan’s secretary of state. It wasn’t enough that I knew how to drive, there were other conditions to be met before I would be allowed to take Mom’s molting Geo Metro onto Flint’s freeways. There was no way he’d give me the keys to his old NASCAR bumper sticker tattooed black pickup, and he wouldn’t even let me stand within ten feet of his vintage red Camaro Beretta, which he paid more attention to than me. To get the rights to Mom’s Metro rust ride I had to show him I could maintain her car. I could change a tire, but that wasn’t enough. He wanted me to show him I could change the oil. This wasn’t a class they taught—or that I would take—at Southwestern High School.

“Why can’t I just use the car, like everyone else?” I ask, but he never listens. He just stares at my green-tinted ponytail and the goofy Goodwill clothes draped over my lanky and ludicrously unathletic six-foot frame, gazing at an offspring he’s embarrassed to be seen with, let alone admit to siring. He’s in his usual dull gray grease-stained coveralls.

Laughing, he shakes his head, and grunts, “Stop whining and do like I showed you.” In the driveway, he’s teaching me the hard way, his way, the only way. He hands me the oil filter and points. “It goes there. It fits right in.”

He turns away to light up another Marlboro while I just stare at the car’s engine. Changing the tires, stuff on the outside, that was easy, but stuff on the inside was a lot more complicated. I’m A-student smart, so I could learn to do this, but I won’t give my dad the satisfaction of making me. I’ll walk everywhere or catch a ride with my buds and band mates, Alex and Sean. I’ll do anything; anything other than this thing Dad wants me to do.

“Guess Mr. Douglas doesn’t teach you this in theater class,” he says, rubbing in his disdain like grease into his coveralls. His eyes avoid me, they are asking his ongoing but unsaid question being, “What do you think you’re doing with yourself?”

I have no reply, and can only shrug. My dad and I never talk anymore, and this is why.

“You don’t learn this in books,” he adds, angry that I was still up reading (The Grapes of Wrath) at 5:00 a.m. when he got up for work, knowing it would mean I’d sleep in until noon, which ticked him off. But that’s his fault too; he and Mom were yelling at each other late into the night, so I ducked under the covers and behind the headphones, letting the loud sounds of London Calling by punk patriarchs The Clash drown them out.

“Not in the classics,” I say under my breath. All Dad ever reads are car magazines, the sports section, and the Sunday comics.

“Jesus H. Christ, Bret, this is a simple task.” He almost spits out the words. Unsaid is that my older brother, Cameron, would be able to do it. In fact, Cam did this particular task so well that he now does oil changes for a living. If you call that living; there’s a lot of that in Flint.

Again, more silence from me. I don’t know what I’m supposed to say. When I’m acting on stage, I can ad lib if needed because I know who the characters are, but in real life I can’t figure out my or my father’s character. To him, I’m some alien life-form holed up in his house.

“Bret, why do you always want to do things the hard way?” my father asks, but the question is rhetorical, not that he knows what that word means. “Your mom can’t protect you forever. You need to learn to do stuff for yourself.”

“Why do I need to learn to change the oil?” I ask, not as a challenge, but out of a desperate need to know why something so small matters so much. To him and to me.

“Because.”

I wait for the rest of the sentence, but it doesn’t come as he backs away from me.

“Because I said so.” He finally finishes the sentence, and the conversation. Throwing his smoke onto the driveway, he walks back into the garage and his tabernacle of tools, returning to work on another project, once again giving up on me. I put my headphones back on and close the hood of the car, ending my chance of driving and resembling a normal sixteen-year-old.

I retreat toward my room, while my father starts hammering away at the gun rack he’s building for his hunting rifle, a new pawn shop purchase. The loud pounding breaks through the wall of sound in my Discman. I walk away realizing I surrendered my chance at being normal a long time ago. As I look over my shoulder back toward the garage, I see, hear, but mostly feel the thumping as my father slams the heavy hammer against the skinny nails. He’s not just building something or tearing me down. He’s also teaching me yet another angry lesson that I’m too stubborn to learn: the nail that sticks out farthest gets hammered hardest.


Two

August 6, Before Junior Year

“Alex, why are we driving ourselves crazy like this?”

“Drive? I thought you weren’t allowed to drive,” Alex cracks back. It’s his typical smartass statement. “Crazy is within walking distance for us.”

Alex Shelton, my best pal, sits on a bench with me in front of the theater at Genesee Valley Mall. We pass a Camel cig between us, watching half the world go by. The better half.

“She’s a seven,” I say as we spy a gorgeous Gothwannabe girl, clad in black skirt and tight black T-shirt, walking by on the outskirts of her group of friends. Alex and I started this girl-rating ritual on a trip to Stratford, Ontario, for a Shakespeare festival. The number represents the number of fingers or toes we would sacrifice to any deity who could arrange for us to spend horizontal time with these unattainable angels.

“She’s for you,” Alex responds, yet I know none of these ladies will look at me, then simply smile. Just as well, since most of my crushes end in crushing disappointment after weeks or months of flirtation. Except for Megan the Imposter, who crushed me a whole different way last spring.

“In my dreams,” I reply. We know Rule One is that no guy is ever less good-looking than the girl he’s with. We keep searching for, but not finding, duos where homely horny toads like us couple with killer lookers. My fellow troglodytes must stay underground, while blond-haired blue-eyed beautiful boys like Sean, our band’s drummer, roam the earth. Sean’s a near ten among men, while Alex, challenged in vertical reach and clear skin, and I strive to be fives. Math may be my worst subject, but even I understand the awful arithmetic of animal attraction: guys who are fives like me don’t get girls who are tens.

Rule Two is to find the outsider. Every group has an odd one out, like our gorgeous Goth girl, and that’s the one we make our focus. We figure since every other wolf pack ignores the outsider, we will flatter her with attention, even if it’s from a safe distance.

Rule Three is to never make eye contact. That is the difference between those of us who appreciate the captivating splendor of the female form from a respectful distance and the rude, crude bullyboys with stalker tendencies. We want love but settle for lust, or even just a look.

“Nine,” Alex says, slapping my knee as a Mona Lisa Cheerleader, a girl from our school who remains unattainable to all but members of the jockarchy, walks by. The jockarchy is what we call the ball-bouncing bloc at school. Bob Hitchings, a former elementary school friend who now punches me for kicks and ridicules Alex like it was an Olympic event, is the three-letter king of that hill. At our school, these knuckle draggers score points and win rewards, but from most of us in theater, they earn only our scorn and ridicule. It’s not just that they kick the ball; it’s that they seem to think they deserve to walk on water and stomp on those less privileged. They’re so admired at school that standing up to them isn’t an option; it’s a daydream.

“Very nine,” I add.

“Bret, my pants are getting tighter,” Alex whispers.

“No wonder they call it longing,” I say. Alex cracks up. We want love and would settle for lust, but we have to make do with making each other laugh with bad puns and quick comebacks.

“Get the blood back into your brain,” he says, snapping his fingers off my skull.

“Do you think they know we’re doing this? Are we that obvious?” I ask.

“We should wear sunglasses,” Alex says as he puts on a pair of shades to match his similar green-streaked (but naturally blond) hair, and the gold rims balance his numerous silver earrings. The sunglasses fit, since Alex is always the star of the show. He’s arrogant, but he’s also the smartest and funniest person I know, and a damn good friend. He’s also a first-class secondhand store shopper. Today’s getup is typical: the oversized black pants, a Captain Crunch T-shirt, and like me, bright green Chuck Taylor Converse All Stars; basketball shoes for two guys who can’t dribble or dunk. We both prefer to hit the hardwood of the stage rather than the gym, where the pituitary cases that make up the starting five of the Flint Southwestern Spartans bang bodies. Whether it’s not having a dad that beats him down, his distaste for people who don’t share his taste, or his lack of fear in the face of adversity, Alex mostly avoids the problems I have swimming upstream against the high school gene pool.

“Then we’d be cool, like Sean,” I say. Sean should be part of the jockarchy like his neighbor Bob Hitchings, but he’s not. It’s not really about sports aptitude, but a superior attitude. Sean’s common love of radio-unfriendly music, smartass comments, and offbeat books and movies makes him one of us. Besides, he and Alex go way back, and loyalty matters.

“I bet those girls wouldn’t even care,” Alex says. “They’d prefer the validation of their beauty over the invasion of their privacy. They’re all beautiful, someone should tell them. I tell you Mr. Bret Hendricks, there’s not a girl in the world who isn’t beautiful in some way.”

“Especially Kylee Edmonds,” I say. “So, Alex, tell me, what do you think Kylee is?”

He pauses to think. I’ve thrown him between the rock and the hard place. I’ll watch him squirm while I wait for the next eye harem to pass. He takes the smoke from me and stalls.

Kylee is everything. During summer theater, Mr. Douglas invited students from Flint Central to team up for a play with us Westies. She told me she was a big deal over there, having starred in their musicals the last two years. But since we’re doing The Odd Couple, with no singing or dancing, she opted to run the show behind the scenes as stage manager. If only she would opt for me, and let me hang on her arm like her twenty-bracelet parade.

A year older, Kylee is cynical, sarcastic, and sexy beyond belief. Petite, with a dancer’s sexy body, she has a fondness for too-small tank tops and tight hip-hugging cutoffs, allowing for maximum skin exposure. This girl from Central knows how to center attention on herself, and I’ve gladly noticed her every second of every minute of every day. She was easy to find as the only person involved in the production with short, violet hair and a bottom lip like a plum. She never walks; she glides gracefully across the stage. Kylee’s beauty is organic, original, and unbearable. After our final show in two weeks, there’ll be a cast party and I’ll need to make a move or lose my chance to know her. She’ll be back at Central and on the outskirts of my life.

“Depends who is doing the rating,” Alex finally says, but I know he thinks that’s Kylee’s a total ten. Alex noticed her first but backed off, like a true trustworthy friend, once I expressed a passionate (rather than passing) interest. “I know what she is for you.”

“What a succubus suck-up you are. Okay, she’s a ten,” I confess.

“I don’t think so,” Alex replies in his most annoying singsong put down voice.

“What, she’s not a ten?” I ask nervously, the need for his approval noticeable.

“For you, she’s a twenty!” he shouts.

“Twenty? That’s all my fingers and toes! No wonder figuring out a way to approach her has me stumped!” I crack back, then we low-five. “Did you find out about a boyfriend?”

“Yes and no,” Alex replies, disturbingly delighted by my discomfort.

“And?”

“Yes, she has a boyfriend,” Alex says, looking away from me at the sky above, while my heart sinks six feet underground. “But I don’t think she would be opposed to your advances.”

“And tell me how you can predict that, Nostra-dumbass?”

“Her boyfriend’s some college guy named Chad Lake.”

“So what?” I ask, literally moving toward the edge of my seat.

“Well, she said, and I quote, ‘He’s less like a lake and more like a puddle.’”

“What does that mean?” I ask, knowing it will be Kylee-style: smart and sarcastic.

“She said he’s more like a puddle because he’s shallow and casts a nice reflection,” Alex says, cracking us both up and drawing unwanted attention to our observation outpost, just as a major ten passes. I hear my heart beat faster, pumping blood south, as I point the girl out to him. This girl is like a flag: red hair, white T-shirt, and blue jeans. She makes us stand at attention.

“I didn’t realize you liked redheads,” Alex comments.

“Don’t you know by now what kind of girls I like?”

“None, if you ask your dad!” Alex chortles. My dad thinks both Alex and I are gay.

“I don’t ask my dad anything,” I say sharply. Alex’s dad died when he was ten, and I never tell him how much I envy him for that; almost as much as I envy his ability to write songs.

“Well, you don’t seem to have one type,” Alex says, stating the obvious.

“I like redheads, blonds, brunettes, and Goths with black hair. Of late, I find that I’m especially interested in dancers with violet hair, and I’m sure if I saw a bald girl go by I would find something to like about her.”

“I’ll be on the lookout for one of those,” Alex says with a sly grin.

“You think girls do this?” I ask, trying to distract myself.

“I hope not. We’re not tens by any means,” he says, stating the vicious and the obvious.

“Well, except for Sean,” I acknowledge.

“Maybe our band should be called the Blond Shy Guy and the Multicolored Mangy Miscreants rather than Radio-Free Flint,” Alex says.

“Maybe,” I mutter, totally befuddled by the unfairness of beauty.

“Or how about the Mental Babes?” Alex cracks, but I don’t respond. Last spring, there was a story about the theater club in the school paper. There was a quote from this popular-crowd girl, Becca Levy, calling me a “mental babe.” I’m a successful student, an improving actor, a kick-ass bass player and energetic lead singer in my band. I try to be a good brother to my younger sister, Robin, even though she’s twelve now and wants nothing to do with her weird older brother. Despite my problems with Dad at home and Bob Hitchings at school, the last few years have been a sweet life. But this “mental babe” memory sours me. It hurts even more coming from Becca, who, like me, is smarter than she is pretty. I’ve secretly always had a hard spot for her. Mental babe? Kill me now.

“I bet Kylee thinks that about me too,” I say sadly, just as Sean joins us. Looking at Sean, I wonder if I was more like him and less like Alex, if I’d have more of a chance with Kylee.

“What, you don’t think any girl would lose a finger over you?” Alex asks.

“Most just give me the finger,” I say with a laugh.

Sean jabs me in the ribs, then points at a blond walking by. “She’s tenriffic!”


Three

August 18, Before Junior Year

“Don’t miss your cue, cutie,” Kylee reminds me as I take my place backstage, getting ready for a curtain call.

We’ve just finished our last show of the summer, but right now that doesn’t matter. The only Odd Couple I’m thinking about is me and Kylee, and her tiny hands dancing over my skinny body. As I get ready to take my bow, I tip my hat and shoot her my best smile.

“See you at the cast party?” I ask, trying to mask my terror. Standing onstage in front of hundreds is easy compared to this audience of one. Two, if Chad waits in the wings.

“I’m bringing my dancing shoes,” Kylee says, pointing for me to go onstage. After soaking up audience appreciation, I retreat from the stage into the dressing room. I take off my stage makeup, knowing I’ve made up my mind about Kylee: now or never; death or glory.

I hop into Alex’s car, a beaten-up brown Crown Victoria, and the music is booming.

“This will be our first song at our first gig,” Alex says over the funk-punk racket. I sink back into the broken seat, letting the music surround us while memories swallow me.

In junior high, I didn’t have a girlfriend. Those horrible dances—boys on one side, girls on the other—made us all look like we were waiting for a firing squad to put us out of our misery. There was this one girl I liked, Debbie Wylie, but nothing ever happened. Other guys at school bragged in far too much detail about their schoolyard kisses, and the occasional anatomy excursions, but I never had a story to tell. I felt left out as everyone was pairing up but me. I was clumsy, skinny, and a little strange. My body’s battled me since birth. Allergies, asthma, and severe-enough-for-surgery ear infections were my primary afflictions, and my body won every battle during junior high.

Freshman year of high school, the heart stopper and heart-breaker was Teresa Donaldson. I tried funny, and I tried serious. I tried paying attention to her, and I tried ignoring her. We had a great teasing thing going in a couple of classes, but I couldn’t really break through. Then came my ill-fated attempt at high school wrestling, which ended up giving me more bruises than a box of dropped peaches at the Save-A-Lot grocery store. I was a mess. I can’t say I blame Teresa for being cool to me. While I was often sweaty—an unfortunate result of wrestling other guys and not her—I was by no definition of the word hot.

While my new buds and future band mates Alex and Sean were both exploring various and sundry female forms, I was again on the outside looking in. The more isolated I felt from the great mating rituals taking place around me, the more I followed Alex’s lead and grew more outrageous in dress and behavior. What I was doing wasn’t working, so I thought I would try something else, something wild. If I were the center of attention, then someone would have to notice me. I don’t mind being alone, but I hate feeling lonely and disconnected, a need even good friends can’t fill.

In tenth grade, I just remember being “obsexed” all year. I looked at my teachers who wore wedding rings, and I remember thinking how they got to have sex all the time, even though they were pretty damn dull and uninteresting, so why not me? Instead, I was surfing Internet porn, seeking out real girls without success, and strengthening my left arm. I was fully convinced that I was too much of an outsider to ever get inside a girl, until I hooked up with Megan the Imposter.

Sophomore year I also got into Goth, to Alex’s chagrin, which led to me finally getting some. Southwestern is big, and I don’t remember even seeing Megan when we were both freshmen. But by sophomore year, her Goth attitude and attire attracted my attention. We started off by teasing, which turned into tickling, which burned into touching, and then more, although at a glacial pace.

I loved her even if I never said those words to her, but hated to learn that she came to school Mom-approved, then Gothed-up in the bathroom. We mostly saw each other at school and talked on the phone, but I never went over to her place or met her parents. She’d come over to my house, always when no one was home, where we’d partly undress for sexual success. This past spring, we were at Genesee Valley locking lips when her dad arrived on the scene. I don’t know if it was fate or if he followed us, but did he ever freak at seeing this vampirelike version of his daughter swapping spit with his worst nightmare. He pulled her aside, told me to go back to hell, and then drove her back to Blandland. My phone calls went unreturned, and a few days later at school, her true preppy self emerged from her camouflage cocoon. She was posing while I was looking for the real thing. My mood turned as black as my fingernail polish. Even though I’d etched Megan’s name into my then black-painted fingernails—one letter per finger on my right hand—she listened to the head of the family rather than her heart, scratching me off her list. After all these years of rejection, I don’t know why I shouldn’t expect the same from Kylee.

“So, what do you think?” Alex says as the song ends and I snap back into the present.

“Off the hook,” I say, burying my envy at his songwriting prowess. We drive, but I’m listening to my own thoughts more than Alex’s rants against the corporate music machine.

As we enter the party, Alex puts out his radar for any Southwestern alumni in attendance. He’s convinced that high school girls just don’t “get him,” so he’s looking for someone older. He’s been flirting all summer with Elizabeth, this funky waitress at our after-band-practice pit stop the Venus, to no avail. I wish him luck, then head toward the music booming up the basement stairs. I see Kylee wearing a men’s large white shirt like a dress, dancing with a group of her girls, oblivious to anything but the music in her head. I’m oblivious to anything but the effect of the music on her hips, and its effect on me. Chad Puddle isn’t on site, so it’s sink or swim. I feel my heart thump in my chest, while other muscle reactions are occurring at a lower level when she takes off the shirt, revealing a skintight tangerine leotard top. I tug nervously on my tie-dye Dr. Seuss T-shirt and take a giant step.

I throw no elbows as I dance through the girls-only crowd toward her. Her face lights up even in the darkness. Kylee bites her big bottom lip, nods, smiles, and moves like heaven.

We dance more, and share a few cigarettes, cloves for her, Camels for me. Kylee ignites each smoke using her kitschy Dr. Evil lighter from Austin Powers. After she lights one just for herself, she takes my hat and places it on her head, scooping up her red shoes on the way out of the room. I pursue her outside on the porch.

“Nice hat,” she says, touching the brim of the fedora I’ve taken from the costume closet. It covers up her violet head.

“It looks better on you than me.”

“You think?” Kylee replies, lightly touching my skinny arm with those tiny fingers.

“I know,” I say quickly, tired of waiting for love to find me.

“Can I keep it?” She takes another drag, while I watch her lungs do their work.

“Sure, if …”

“If what?”

“If you’ll go out with me.” I deliver the line like a pro, even if I’m shaking inside.

“Like nudge-nudge, wink-wink?” Kylee asks, showing a smirky smile brighter than the stars above and making a Monty Python’s Flying Circus reference to sex. MPFC is another intersection of our interests we’d discovered over the past month of premating practice.

I hesitate, as a blush flowers across my face. “Nothing like that.”

“Too bad.” She shrugs and looks away.

I put my hand on her shoulder. It feels nice. “Okay, maybe a little of that.”

“So, you’re asking me out?”

“Well, I know you already have a boyfriend and all, but—”

“He’s not really a boy or a friend,” Kylee says with a wicked smile-and-wink combo.

“So, what do you think about you and me?”

“Can I ask you something first?” Kylee replies, chilling my spine.

“Anything.”

“What took you so damn long?” she asks as she puts the hat back on my head.

“Well, I-I—” I’m stammering like a newbie on opening night.

“I thought you were gay like most of the theater guys at Central,” she says, laughing. I wonder if she’s been talking to my dad or Bob Hitchings. She moves closer, brushing her body up against mine, giving off a small shock while sparking a flutter from head to toe. “I mean, what else does a girl like me have to do? I was trying to bump into you all summer.”

“Considering how clumsy I am, I’m surprised I didn’t fall all over you first.”

She’s smart, sexy, and sarcastic, and I’m scared shitless. She finishes the last drag on her cigarette. “What’s with your look?”

This is my summer of great fashion experimentation, as I reject my sophomore-year Goth and Megan-inspired black state, for every goofy T-shirt that Alex and I could acquire at the Goodwill during its two-for-one sale, and never finding time to go Gap-ing with Sean.

“You no like?” I bow toward her, then tip my hat.

“It’s fine to see a guy wear a hat that’s not a baseball cap turned backward or a hooded sweatshirt. Central is full of wannabes, not real deals,” she says. “It sure gets you noticed.”

“Not my intention.”

She puts the pinky finger of her left hand against that luscious bottom lip. “Riiiiiiiiiiight,” she says, nailing a perfect Dr. Evil impersonation.

“Well, not everybody likes it,” I say, understating the facts. “Like my boss.”

“Where do you work?” Kylee asks.

“Sometimes I usher at the Whiting Auditorium, downtown,” I tell her. It’s a sweet gig that my drama teacher, Mr. Douglas, set up for me.

“That’s right by my house,” Kylee says. “My parents go to every benefit there.”

“I just waltz people into their seats,” I say, trying too hard to be too funny.

“I’ve danced on that stage myself many times,” Kylee says with pride, then starts twirling around, showing off her skills and sexiness. “Our dance troupe is doing something there in a few weeks. Do you want to come watch us? It’ll be fun.”

“You really like to dance, don’t you?” I ask her.

“Always, but you need to have the right shoes,” she says as I look down and notice she’s wearing bright red shoes that look like something from a production of The Wizard of Oz.

“You’re wearing ruby slippers?” I ask, astonished and enthralled in the same instant. I have memorized her wardrobe, mentally cataloged it, even made predictions and hoped for certain outfits, but these ruby red slippers were blinding.

“I love wearing stuff from the prop room at Central. It’s about half of my wardrobe throughout the school year,” she says in the tone of spilling a secret.

“Hey, I’ve been using my school’s costume room as my closet for the past year!”

“Well, Mr. Bret Hendricks, it seems we have quite a lot in common,” she says, leaning toward me. “Except one little thing.”

“And what’s that?”

“You’re a better actor. I sing almost as good as you, but I mostly just dance,” she says, acting out the words by twirling around, making my head spin. “I wish I were as good as you.”

“No one ever said that to me before,” I reply, amazed.

“Oh, don’t gimme that modesty crap,” Kylee says, breaking out her biggest smile yet. “You know you’re good, don’t deny it. Bret Hendricks, you’d stand out in any crowd.”

“Why’s that?” I ask as I move closer.

“Because you’re like me: the real thing,” she replies, removing my hat and all my doubts. Our lips touch, and I know I’m not in Kansas—or my father’s Flint—anymore.


Four

September 6, Labor Day, Junior Year

“Get your lazy butt out of bed!”

I ignore my father’s angry voice with both ears, but open one eye to spy the clock radio’s red numbers bright as the morning sun. It’s 10:30 and he expects me to be laboring today.

“You got chores,” my father says, getting my attention by softly kicking the side of my bed. Even if I felt like easily rising out of bed, my appearance is too hard and raised for that.

“It’s my last free day before school, let me sleep,” I mumble, hoping he won’t hear me.

“Ain’t no such thing as a free day,” he quickly counters. “I’ve already worked five hours today while your lazy butt has been in bed.”

“I’m working tonight,” I counter meekly, thinking more how my real work begins tomorrow. School isn’t work, it’s fun; facing another year of Bob Hitchings is what tenses me up.

“Tough job, usher. No wonder you’re exhausted,” he says, then snorts. Dad uses phlegm as punctuation. “Look at me when I talk to you!”

“Let me sleep,” I say, stalling and silently seeking blood redistribution.

“What the hell time did you get to bed last night?” He kicks the bed again, harder; angrier. The bed shakes: he must be wearing his heavy work boots.

If only I could tell him the truth: I got to bed early. I was in bed by 9:30, but then I’d have to tell him the whole truth: it wasn’t my bed and I wasn’t alone. Part of me wants to stand up for a little show-and-tell: “I’m straight!” then bring in Kylee as an expert witness. Instead, I try to push down thoughts of Kylee, of last night and our first time, as I figure out a way to escape my father’s daily declarations of my laziness and constant disapproval of my life.

“I expect the lawn mowed by four,” he says. Most days this summer he’s come home for a quick lunch since his work—the Top Hat Car Wash—is only a mile or so away. Yet, I suspect his real mission isn’t food, but harassing my hide. I thought on the last day before school, I’d get to sleep past noon, but Dad’s stricter than Southwestern’s principal, Mr. Morgan.

“But Alex, Sean, and I are shopping at Jellybean—” I lay out my facts, knowing that any sentence that begins with “but” never ends without mine getting metaphorically kicked.

“You listen to me and your mother, not your weird friends.” More phlegm, more friction.

Alex is persona non grata at my house. In my father’s eyes, I was more or less a normal kid until Alex and I hooked up in ninth grade, meeting in a creative writing class. In Alex, I found somebody who laughed at the same jokes, liked the same music, and felt the same disdain for the jockarchy.

“And I expect this pigsty to be cleaned when I get home,” he says, adding a final kick to the bed, a few loud stomps, then a door slam to finish his parental-rage percussion solo.

I wait to hear the front door lock, the sound of Dad’s truck starting, and finally feel the safety of knowing he’s on his way to work to let off his steam on dirty cars instead of his kids. His kid: he never yells at Robin, and I don’t seem to recall him riding Cam, but then again, they both turned out how he wanted by fitting in and not causing him any trouble.

“Mom! Robin! Are you here?” I shout. When I hear nothing but silence, I return to thoughts of last night with Kylee, reliving the feeling and relieving the pressure down below under the sheets, except it’s not fantasy anymore; now it’s a fantastic memory.

I clean up with a quick shower and proceed to clean up my room in a way that my “Mister Place for Everything” father would hate. I heave my horizontal closet pile of Southwestern costume room castoffs and thrift store treasures under the bed, shove my secondhand books, CDs, and videos in boxes, then stack those in the closet, and pack into my desk the piles of papers filled with unfinished songs.

Next, I start to mow the lawn, decked out in my fedora, torn-and-frayed black Austin 3:16 T-shirt, and green fatigues. I get about half of it done when I’m interrupted by Robin and her giggling girlfriends riding their bikes into the driveway. I turn the mower off and greet them.

“What’s up, Ro?” I say, shooting a friendly wave to her, which she doesn’t return.

She looks through me, as if she’s embarrassed I’m talking to her. She turns her back, whispers something to her friends, who all break out in laughter, no doubt at my expense.

“What’s so funny my fair ladies?” I say in an English accent while tipping my hat.

“You are so weird,” Robin says slowly, making sure her friends savor each word.

“And you’re so rude,” I mutter under my breath. I want to tell her she didn’t think I was weird when I helped her learn to ride that bike, played endless board games with her, or read her hundreds of library books. I want to say all these things, but I don’t. Fact is, she’d rather I not talk to her at all. She wants to sit at the cool table at school, and having a brother like me isn’t helping her cause. She avoids me like I carry the plague of unpopularity.

“Lets go inside,” Robin says, then turns her back again to make another joke at my expense as this jury of twelve-year-olds judges me to be too strange. I say I don’t care what anybody thinks of me. But deep down I know that’s not true. If I really didn’t care, then it wouldn’t matter when they made fun of me. I would just let it bounce off me. Instead, I’m more like this grass: they cut me down, but I just grow back.

“Hey farm boy!” Alex yells from the Crown Vic when he pulls in the driveway just as I finish the lawn. I wipe the sweat from my brow and flick it his way. “You ready or what?”

“Change of plans,” I shout over my shoulder as I return the mower to the tabernacle of tools. I don’t bow to the Holy Camaro Being, but offer up a one-fingered salute before I shut the door.

“No Jellybean?” Alex sounds disappointed that our CD shop-a-thon might be off.

“I got big news,” I say as I climb in, give him a friendly smack on the back, admire his new necklace of small silver skulls, and try not to burst his eardrum when I shout, “I’m in love.”

As we drive to pick up Sean, then Kylee, I give Alex some details of the previous night. Alex doesn’t ask a lot of questions, which is good because it’s weird to talk about it. Stranger was that I didn’t need to talk Kylee into it. We’d done standard make-out stuff from the first night, but things progressed in our few weeks together a lot faster than with Megan. Last night after ushering at Whiting, I walked over to her house for a late dinner with her and her funny, funky parents, but Kylee had other plans, since they were out, and I was finally in.

“I’ll never see you again,” Alex finally says in a voice filled with mock hurt.

“Well, not as much as Kylee gets to see,” I shoot back at him.

“Enough already!” Alex shouts. “One sex-filled night and you’re already insufferable.”

“No, I’m just done suffering,” I reply as we pull up to Sean’s huge two-story house.

Sean piles in, and I move to the backseat. We listen to demos of new Alex songs during the short trip to Kylee’s house. Kylee lives over in the Cultural Center area, which houses the art museum, the library, and the Whiting. We’ll pick her up, then head over to the Jellybean store down on Fenton Road. Jellybean is this great used CD, DVD, video, and book store that’s our home away from home. I used to make my mom take me almost every Saturday when I was in eighth grade, blowing my whole allowance to buy some cool book I’d read about. Mom made up the difference between what I wanted and the money I needed to buy it. She never told my dad about these income supplements, since they were not earned old-school style. Now, Alex, Sean, and I are weekend regulars, even if Sean does most of the spending while Alex and I settle for window-shopping.

Kylee’s sitting on the front step of her parent’s house smoking a cigarette and letting the hot, bright sun bounce off her cool Ray-Bans. She’s wearing a tight white T-shirt, denim cutoffs, and huge hoop earrings that I’m ready to jump through at her request. She doesn’t just walk to the car; she dances toward us and I can’t take my eyes off her, nor can Sean or Alex. She greets me with a kiss on the lips, while Alex gets a quick one on the hand rather than on his zit-filled face.

“Kylee, this is Sean,” I say, bursting with pride.

“Nice outfit,” she says after giving Sean’s frat-boy wardrobe the once-over, then rolls her eyes. “So, are you a sailor with Old Navy, or what?”

Sean shoots that shy-guy smile first at Kylee, then at me. Before he can respond, she gives him a kiss on the cheek. “Just teasing, kid,” she says as she climbs into the backseat.

“Wow, Bret, she’s tenriffic,” Sean says, grabbing my arm before I join Kylee in the back. As Alex pulls the Crown Vic back on the road, I feel for the first time like I belong after all on this human highway.




End of sample
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