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I had a foot on some guy’s throat and a hand in my pocket the first time I saw Billy D. He was standing across the street, staring – not even trying to be sly about it – just staring without a word, without even blinking.


‘What are you lookin’ at?’ I called.


His mouth fell open in a silent little O, but he didn’t respond. He didn’t leave either, just kept on staring.


Something gurgled inside the throat under my foot, and I glanced down. The guy looked like he might be struggling to breathe, but his face wasn’t red yet, so I turned my attention back to the other boy.


‘Get out of here! Or you’re next!’


That was kind of an empty threat. Even from across the street, I could tell by his vacant expression, that slack jaw, and the strange way he hunched his shoulders that he was different – probably in special ed. And I didn’t beat on those guys.


Standards, y’know?


‘Hey, you deaf or something? I said get lost!’


He hesitated, shuffling first to the left, then to the right. He looked once more at me and at the boy under my boot, then moved his gaze to the pavement and stomped away.


Freak.


The hand in my pocket closed over a piece of gum. I popped the stick in my mouth and refocused on the task at hand. Below me, surrounded by pavement grit and gravel, that face was definitely turning a little pink. I lifted my foot and kicked a loose bit of rock so it pinged off the guy’s shoulder. It must have stung because he winced between gasps for breath.


‘You think that hurt? That’s nothing compared to what I’ll do to your car if you mess with me again.’


He hadn’t found his voice yet, which was lucky for him because he was probably just dumb enough to say something to piss me off even more. He pulled himself up to a sitting position and crawled along the pavement towards the street, where the door to his bright red Mustang still hung open. It was restored vintage, from back when Mustangs were still cool. He was halfway across the road when I called out. ‘And you better find another way to school. If I see your car on this street again, you’ll have a broken windshield and a broken face.’


The guy finally pulled himself up into the driver’s seat and turned just long enough to glare at me before slamming the door shut. I responded with a raised fist, and even though I was still on the pavement and couldn’t possibly touch him, I heard the door locks click. I had to laugh.


What a pussy.


The Mustang roared around the corner and disappeared. I scratched my palms out of habit, but it wasn’t necessary. The itching had evaporated with the car.


It always started like that – with the itch. I would feel it in the centre of my palms, a buzzing sensation I couldn’t ignore. If I did try to ignore it, the itch would spread like a spiderweb, radiating out to the edges of my hand, tingling down to my fingertips. Closing those fingers into a fist and giving that fist a landing pad was the only way to scratch the itch.


I never knew what would trigger it. It could be as subtle as a guy rolling his eyes when I spoke up in class or as obvious as some asshole in a bright red Mustang rolling down a window and asking why I couldn’t afford a car. Not much I could do about the former – I was this close to getting kicked out of school as it was. If it wasn’t for my good grades, they’d have shoved me out the door already. But the latter would get a guy dragged out of his car for a lesson in pavement humility. I would have done more to the Mustang moron, but the freak across the street had distracted me. Something about his eyes – kind of slanted and round at the same time – unnerved me. I felt like I was being judged – a feeling that normally made my palms itch. But in the case of the slack-faced kid, it made me want to scratch my head instead of my hands.


The turd in the red Mustang was right about one thing. What kind of self-respecting sixteen-year-old didn’t have a car?


I kicked rocks aside as I shuffled down the pavement. I wasn’t the only junior at Mark Twain High without a car, but I was one of the few. Columbia, Missouri, wasn’t exactly the home of the rich and famous, but most families could at least scrape together a few bucks for a clunker.


I turned the corner in the opposite direction the Mustang had gone. Haves to the right. Have-nots to the left. I pulled myself up a little straighter, as if the guy in the Mustang could still see me. Who needed four wheels when I had two fists?


The further I walked, the more overgrown the yards became, the deeper the peels of paint on the houses. My street was the last one before those houses and yards became trailers and gravel driveways. I rounded the corner and spotted the now familiar removals van parked directly across the street from my own house. That thing had been there for almost a week, blocking my view of just about everything else from my bedroom window.


How long does it take to unpack a U-Haul?


I cocked an eye at the house next to the van, wondering what kind of lazy neighbours were moving in to drag the ’hood down even more, and pulled up short. On the front steps of the house, another set of eyes met mine – eyes so distinct in shape I recognised them instantly. Just like before, the kid watched me without blinking. Maybe it was because he was a safe distance from me, or maybe it was because he was too dumb to sense the danger, but he didn’t look away when I caught his gaze.


‘It’s rude to stare,’ I challenged him.


He adjusted his backpack in response, shifting it higher on those strangely curved shoulders. He was short and a little bulky, so the move, combined with his awkward, stooped posture, made him look top-heavy. Actually, everything about him fell sort of heavy, from his eyelids to his arms. I waited a moment to see if he’d tip over, so I could have a good laugh, but he held his balance.


‘It’s stupid to stare,’ I tried again.


He blinked.


What was that? Fear? Mocking?


I waited for the itch, but it didn’t come. It was tough to get mad at someone when I had no idea what he was thinking. Finally, I pointed a warning finger in his direction.


‘You’re lucky I don’t beat up retards.’


A shadow passed over his face – a glimmer of emotion.


‘I’m not a retard.’ He said it with some force, like he actually believed it.


Even his voice made it clear he wasn’t like other kids. It was a little high – still waiting for puberty, this one – and it sounded like his teeth were getting in the way of his tongue.


‘I’m not a retard,’ he repeated, louder. He stamped his foot for emphasis.


‘Fine, fine.’ I turned my pointed finger into a hand held up in surrender. I wasn’t looking for a fight with some challenged kid. I just wanted him to stop eyeballing me. ‘But enough of the ogling, got it?’


I turned towards my own house and was halfway there when his voice rang out again.


‘Your clothes don’t match!’


What?


I spun around. He had his arms folded across his chest in a smug gesture. This, he must have thought, was the final word in insults. Inexplicably self-conscious, I glanced down at what I was wearing. How could jeans and a hoodie not match? I looked back up to ask him – genuinely ask him – what the hell he was talking about, but the steps where he’d been standing were empty. I got only a quick glimpse of a backpack disappearing into the house.
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I slammed the front door closed to announce my homecoming and tossed my backpack in a corner. The next stop was usually the remote control, but today I reached for the curtains covering the front window instead. From this angle, the U-Haul blocked most of my view, but I could see half of the first- and second-floor windows of the house across the street. I squinted, trying to see inside those windows, but they were dark.


‘What are we looking at?’ Mom perched on the arm of the couch and pressed her face right next to mine, peering out the window.


‘The new neighbours.’


She was so close that when she smiled, I felt her cheek lift up to touch mine. ‘Oh, goody, where? I’ve been trying to spot them all week.’


‘They’re inside now.’


‘You met them?’ She pulled away from the window and flopped backwards on to the couch.


‘Well, one … kind of.’


‘Who is it?’


‘Some hunchback with a staring problem.’


I finally wrenched my face away from the window and let the curtains fall back into place. Mom was frowning now.


‘That’s not nice, Dane.’


‘Good thing no one ever accused me of being nice,’ I said, taking over the sofa cushion next to Mom.


‘That’s what you always say.’


‘That’s because it’s always true.’


Mom laughed. ‘Okay, Mr Mean, go shave your face, and I’ll make dinner.’


‘Nice try.’


‘Come on, please? For Mommy?’


We were both laughing now.


‘No way,’ I said, fingering my chin. ‘Stubble makes me look tough.’


‘It makes you look like a hoodlum.’


‘Who says “hoodlum”?’


‘Grown-ups, that’s who,’ she said.


‘Oh, you’re a grown-up now?’


It was just a tease, but Mom’s face tensed up, and I immediately wished I could take it back.


I used to think it was cool that my mom was younger and better-looking than other moms, until guys my age started staring at her in a way that made me sick. But as embarrassing as that was for me, it was worse for Mom.


Once, when my facial hair first started coming on, we were out at a restaurant, and the waiter asked us how long we’d been together – as in, together. I don’t know who was more grossed out, me or Mom, but on the way home, she stopped at a pharmacy to buy me a razor and a can of shaving cream. She told me what she could about how to do it, but shaving your legs is a lot different from shaving your face. I got thirteen cuts that night. I’d thought they made me look tough, but Mom had cried. It was months before she started nagging me about the stubble again.


‘Well, you don’t look as “grown up” as you think,’ she said. She reached out to flatten the chunk of my hair that always stuck up in back. ‘Not with this little baby cowlick you’ve got going.’


I shook her hand away and reached for the lock of hair myself, smoothing it down out of habit.


‘My own Dennis the Menace.’ She smiled. ‘You get in any trouble at school today?’


‘Not today.’


‘Good.’ She patted my leg and stood up.


I followed her into the kitchen. ‘Mom, I wanted to talk to you about – Hey, why are you cooking dinner, anyway? Don’t you have a class tonight?’


She pulled a bag of stir-fry out of the freezer and tossed a frying pan on the hob, deliberately ignoring my question.


‘Mom?’


She kept her back to me, but I could hear guilt in her voice. ‘They cancelled my Wednesday classes. Not enough people were showing up.’


Mom taught yoga and Pilates at a local gym and got paid by the class. No students meant no cash.


‘Shit,’ I said.


She lifted her shoulders like it was no big deal, but I could tell by the heavy way they fell back down that she was worried – worried about making rent this month, worried about feeding me, worried about putting petrol in the car. Her car.


She fired up the hob and emptied the frozen bag into the frying pan. ‘Anyway, what did you want to talk to me about?’


‘Well, maybe it’s not a good time, but …’ I hesitated. ‘I wanted to ask you about getting a car.’


Her laugh revealed more irritation than humour. ‘You’re right, Dane. It’s not a good time.’


She flipped the stir-fry with more force than was necessary.


‘I could get a job,’ I said.


‘You could get a better job if you went to college.’ She turned to face me finally. ‘Which you won’t be able to do without a full ride. Your grades are key to getting a scholarship. I promise you will regret it if you let a job interfere with your schoolwork.’


‘My grades are awesome,’ I said.


‘And they’re going to stay awesome, because you’re not getting a job.’


‘Or a car,’ I grumbled.


‘That’s right,’ she said, ripping dishes out of the cabinet and slamming them down on our tiny kitchen table. ‘Because I’m a terrible mother.’


‘I didn’t say that. And I didn’t mean to piss you off. It’s just that—’


‘Just what?’ She stopped setting the table and looked at me with one hand on her hip.


‘It’s just that when you were my age, you had a car.’


And then the conversation ended the way it always did.


‘Dane, when I was your age, I had a kid.’




*





The bullshit of it was, she could afford to get me a car. The proof was staring me in the face as we ate dinner in silence. Across the kitchen table, on the wall above Mom’s head, hung dozens of tiny little frames. And there wasn’t a single picture in any of them. These frames were for tickets. Lottery tickets. Each one a winner.


Mom played the lottery whenever she could afford it, which wasn’t that often compared with the other lotto junkies out there. But unlike those losers, Mom won – not just a lot, but always. She had an unnatural lucky streak when it came to those little scratch-off tickets. We would probably have been rich if she’d just take that luck to Vegas for a weekend. But Mom was convinced the luck would run out as soon as she tried to cash in on it, and she said she was saving up that luck for something big.


I glanced around at the linoleum floor peeling up at the corners and the mismatched kitchen chairs. So far, it looked like her lucky streak was confined to those tickets, sealed inside frames and hung up on the wall to torture me. Most of them weren’t worth much – a dollar here, five bucks there – plus a couple of hundred-dollar winners that it had hurt me to watch her lock away. If they had all been small like that, I wouldn’t have minded so much.


But there was one ticket – right in the centre with a slightly larger frame than the rest – that I had begged Mom to redeem. One shining ticket … worth five thousand dollars. I’d been sure that ticket would break her bizarre habit. Obviously, this was the stroke of luck she’d been saving up for. I exploded when she told me it was going on the wall with the rest.


‘Half a year’s rent!’ I screamed. ‘A car! College!’


I tried everything, but my protests were ignored. Mom said the big win was just proof her luck was building. That was when I realised her little game of karma was more than a quirky habit. It was a sickness.


Now that ticket had been hanging on the wall for three months, and according to the Missouri Lottery website, it was due to expire in another three. Every time I saw it, I felt more furious, more concerned about Mom’s sanity. That single ticket stuck out, taunting me with its possibilities.


That one ticket made my palms itch.


I wrenched my gaze away from the frames. Pretending they weren’t there was the only way to not go mad living so close to something I couldn’t have. I let my eyes fall on Mom instead.


She looked so normal – and truth be told, she was pretty damn cool as far as moms go – but clearly she was completely bat-shit crazy.
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The walk to school was pretty straightforward – three turns and a cut across the baseball diamonds – so it wasn’t hard to spot him tailing me. I had just veered off our street when he popped up on the opposite pavement, stomping along with that weird hunch and his face aimed down at the ground. He was so focused on where he was putting his own feet that I wouldn’t have even guessed he was following me if I hadn’t taken my shortcut through the gardens.


Sometimes, when I was running late in the mornings, I would cut through a cluster of houses that surrounded a grid of flower gardens. The houses all had back doors that opened up to a courtyard with brick walking paths, which zigzagged through square brick pens, each containing a different type of flower. The flowers didn’t do much for me, but it was nice to know the gardens were there – that something that pristine still existed in our neighbourhood. It was the kind of place I might take a girl who deserved flowers. Too bad most of the girls I knew were the kind who had already been deflowered.


I took the path that angled to the right and spotted him out of the corner of my eye taking the one to the left. He still wasn’t looking at me, but when I slowed down near a patch of yellow flowers, he slowed, too, over by some pink ones. And when I bent down and pretended to tie my shoe, he literally stopped to smell the roses.


I couldn’t imagine what kind of trouble this kid was looking for, but I was going to find out. I stayed in a crouch and pushed one foot back into a runner’s stance. Then I launched off the ground and sped out of the gardens as fast as my feet would go. The crooked paths slowed me down, so I hurtled into the air and cleared the last brick flower box with a single flying leap. I didn’t look back to see if he could keep up; there was no way the little stomper was coordinated enough to catch me.


Certain I’d left him in the dust, I leaped behind the first house I saw as soon as I was clear of the gardens and waited, chest heaving, back pressed up against the siding. I heard his heavy shuffling footsteps coming through the grass a few seconds later and pounced.


I burst out from behind the wall. ‘Why are you following me?’


But I might as well have shouted ‘Boo!’ because I gave the kid such a scare he only stammered and started to wheeze. His bent posture went ramrod straight, and his hands balled into fists near his face. I supposed this was the desired effect, but instead of feeling gratified, I was freaked out. The last thing I needed was to get blamed for some retard’s hysterical fit.


‘Hey,’ I said, gripping his shoulder. ‘Relax.’


He obeyed, slowly unclenching his fists and controlling his breathing.


‘Yeah, like that,’ I said. I let go of his shoulder and crossed my arms. ‘Now, why are you following me?’


He gulped some air and said as quickly as he could, ‘Because of the guys who said they would get me and because you know the way to school and because of the boy you beat up—’


‘Which boy?’


His eyes widened a little, and when he spoke, I heard awe. ‘You beat up a lot of boys?’


‘Not your business.’


‘The one in the car.’


‘You know him?’ I asked.


He shrugged. ‘No.’


‘Then why do you care?’


‘You ask a lot of questions,’ he said.


‘You better start answering them. I like being followed about as much as I like being stared at. Or having my clothes insulted.’


His eyes moved down my outfit, but if he found any fault, he was smart enough not to say so. Instead, he lifted his face back to mine. ‘I’m afraid of some boys at school. But they’re afraid of you. If I walk to school with you, I don’t feel scared.’ He held up his hands in a ‘what are ya gonna do?’ move, but his facial features never changed.


I wondered who those guys might be. I couldn’t think of anyone at school worth being afraid of, but then again, I wasn’t short like this kid. He was built like a little boulder, but if he had to reach up to fight back, he could be in trouble.


‘You go to Twain?’ I asked.


‘Yeah.’


‘Freshman?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Down’s syndrome?’


‘Obviously,’ he said, like he was talking to the dumbest person on earth. He rolled his eyes and shifted his backpack upwards. I noticed his tongue poked out a tiny bit; it rested on his lower lip and pulled back only when he spoke.


‘So you think following me around without my permission is going to keep you from getting your ass kicked?’


‘Well, not now,’ he said.


‘Good.’ I turned in the grass and moved towards the street.


‘Now I’ll tell them how you’re scared of me.’


I tripped over my own feet trying to spin around and stumbled backwards on to the pavement. ‘Excuse me?’


‘You ran away from me.’ He joined me on the concrete and stamped the dew out of his shoes.


‘Dude, I didn’t run away from you.’


‘Uh, yes, you did. You went over the flowers and everything like this.’ He flattened his hand and made a sailing motion with his arm. He swung it high, right in front of my face, and added a shwooo sound effect. I resisted the urge to push his arm away.


‘I was running to get ahead of you,’ I said. ‘So I could … so you would …’ Then I shut up. The running thing seemed pretty stupid now.


‘So you could scare me,’ he said.


‘I guess.’


‘That’s why I followed you. Because you scare people.’


‘Well, congratulations. You’re scary, too. Following me is creepy.’


‘It’s only creepy if we don’t walk together.’


I pressed my fingers to my temples. I did not have time to argue with someone who had an answer for everything. We were late to school as it was, and I couldn’t afford another detention. So I did the only thing I could think of and started moving down the pavement. It was a moment before I realised he wasn’t moving with me. I sighed, and without looking back, I flicked my wrist, motioning for him to join me.


‘Walk,’ I commanded.


He hurried up next to me. ‘Thanks, I—’


‘No talking,’ I interrupted, still staring straight ahead as we walked. ‘No crying, no staring, no comments on my clothes. But mostly no talking. And if we see anyone from school, you scram to the other side of the street.’


I glanced over to see if he was paying attention. He nodded eagerly.


‘If you break any of these rules, you get knocked on the head, got it?’


‘Got it,’ he said, then immediately broke the rules by talking. ‘My name’s Billy Drum. But everybody calls me Billy D.’


‘Don’t care.’


‘Who are you?’


I smirked. ‘I’m your worst nightmare.’


‘You’re not my worst nightmare. My worst nightmare is about a snake and a—’


‘I don’t care.’


‘My next-door neighbour Mark calls you “that dick” but that’s not your name. I know what a dick is, and it’s not a name. In my life skills class, they call it a penis. But I know it’s also called a dick, and it’s definitely not a na—’


‘Dude! I don’t want to talk about dicks with you.’


‘What do you want to talk about?’


‘I want to—’ I threw up my hands, then paced a few steps backwards down the pavement and forwards again. ‘I don’t want to talk about anything! Go away!’


Billy was unfazed by my outburst. I picked up my pace, and he adjusted his stride to match mine. ‘Okay, but if you tell me your name, I’ll tell Mark, and he won’t call you “that dick” any more.’


‘That little punk knows my name, and I’m gonna kick his ass later for calling me a dick.’


‘Okay, then will you tell me your name so I don’t call you a dick and get my ass kicked?’


I sighed and covered my face with my hands. ‘Dane, okay? My name is Dane Washington.’


‘Washington like the president?’


‘Yeah. Like the president.’


‘That’s awesome.’


‘If you say so.’


His steps became lighter, almost a skip. ‘Now I’ll call you Dane, and you won’t kick my ass.’


‘I might kick your ass anyway if you don’t shut up.’


‘You said you don’t beat up retards.’


‘You said you weren’t a retard.’


‘I’m not.’


‘Okay, then.’


‘Okay, then.’


He fell quiet for a few blissful seconds, then: ‘Does that mean you can still kick my ass?’


I dropped my chin to my chest and closed my eyes. This was going to be the longest walk to school ever.
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The trek across the baseball diamonds was treacherous. I half sped, half slid across the damp grass, intent on getting to first period on time. Billy D. struggled to keep up, and the panting from exertion kept him quiet. I moved faster, but he managed to stay at my side. I was secretly impressed by his speed, given his short legs. I allowed myself a quick sideways glance to see how he was moving so quickly, and just as I looked, his whole body lurched forwards, and I heard the squeak of his sneakers slipping on wet grass.


My arm shot out instinctively, my fingers finding his elbow.


‘Ow!’ he complained as I pulled his arm backwards to stop the fall.


We both skidded to a clumsy stop at the edge of the school car park. He pulled his arm away and squirrelled up his eyebrows. I tried to figure out whether it was anger or confusion on his face, but I just couldn’t read it.


‘You were about to fall,’ I said. It came out sounding like an apology, so I added a snort to my next words. ‘You’re welcome.’


‘Oh.’ Billy’s brow smoothed out, and he rubbed his elbow. ‘Thanks.’


‘Whatever.’


His face broke into a smile that showed off more of that oversize tongue and revealed tiny gaps between all his teeth. ‘Meet here after school? To walk home?’


‘Listen, Special Ed, I’m not meeting you anywh—’


‘I’m Billy D. And I’m not in special ed.’


He stomped off before I could reply, and I was left once again wondering how the kid managed to get the last word while I stood around looking like the idiot.




*





I slipped into my first class just before the bell. Raindrops smacked the window, cutting through the drone of Mr Johnson’s lecture. I scowled at the clouds gathering outside. The drops were going to turn into a downpour, and the walk home would be even more slippery than this morning’s.


I glared around at the rest of my classmates, wondering how many of them had four wheels and a roof to carry them home warm and dry after school. Getting through winter without a car was rough enough, but at least you could bundle up. Spring brought the cold rains that soaked through everything, no matter how many layers you put on. And even though the calendar had barely flipped from February to March, spring storms had already arrived.


My eyes fell on a waterfall of wavy dark hair. Nina Sinclair was good scenery, so lucky for me we had almost all the same classes. She also didn’t treat me like a thug, which meant she was one of the few people at school I actually bothered with. Unfortunately, bothering with her bothered her boyfriend. I slid my gaze to the right, and sure enough, there he was, next to her, giving me the evil eye.


Calm down, asshole. I’m just looking.


I made sure he was still watching me and deliberately aimed an air kiss at the back of Nina’s head. The kid – Timmy or Tommy or some other jockstrap name – clenched a fist on top of his desk. I smiled and made a fist of my own, with my longest finger popping out of it.


If there was a ruder gesture than that, he didn’t have time to make it, because Mr Johnson caught him turning around and put him on the spot with a question.


I figured that would be the end of it, but Tim-Tom didn’t like me having the last word – or the last finger – so he pulled a move that too many guys before him had pulled. As soon as class was over, he slung an arm around Nina and turned to mouth at me over her shoulder: You wish.


That was a mistake.


‘Hey, Nina,’ I said.


She turned, spinning right out of the boyfriend’s arm. ‘Hi, Dane, what’s up?’


‘Just sayin’ hey.’ I smiled and saw Nina blush a little as she returned the grin.


I was always surprised to get that reaction from girls, but it had been happening a lot lately. Maybe it was the stubble.


‘Well, see you in algebra,’ she said.


She moved to take Tim-Tom’s hand, but it was balled into a fist.


‘I’ll catch up,’ he told her.


He waited for both Nina and Mr Johnson to leave the room, then turned to me, face beet red.


‘What’s the deal?’


‘What do you mean?’ I scooped my textbook and notepad off my desk and moved to brush past him, but his hand caught my chest, ever so slightly pushing me backwards. The itch started circling my palms. It wasn’t so much the touch that bothered me – more the fact that he wasn’t afraid to do it. Most guys knew better.


‘I’d move that,’ I said, nodding down to his hand.


He gritted his teeth and added more pressure to my chest. ‘Nina’s my girlfriend.’


This was going to end badly for me no matter what. A fight would land me in the disciplinary office, but if I backed down, word would be all over school by the end of the day. I had a millisecond to weigh my options, but all I could focus on was the itch.


‘Really, you want to move your hand now.’


‘She’s not into you, got it?’


‘Last chance.’


‘She doesn’t do trailer-trash losers who—’


And that was all he said before my fist hit his left eye.


‘I don’t live in a trailer,’ I said calmly, shaking out my hand.


But I don’t think he heard me through his own girlie squeal.


He pressed both hands over his eye and stumbled back, knocking a few desks out of place.


‘What is this?’ Mr Johnson’s voice boomed from the doorway.


Guess I wouldn’t be seeing Nina in algebra after all.


Within seconds, we were on our way to the warden’s office.


Tim-Tom had cried something about me hitting him, which I didn’t bother to deny. But I told Mr Johnson he’d touched me first to make sure I wasn’t the only one bound for detention.


My palms were still tingling when we took our seats outside the office.


‘Hi, Mrs Pruitt.’ I winked at the secretary.


‘Dane.’ She gave me a thin-lipped smile. ‘Shame to see you under these circumstances again.’


I shrugged.


Mr Johnson and Mrs Pruitt ducked their heads in a whispered conversation, as if it was a secret from us why we were there. Then Johnson left and Pruitt rapped on the warden’s door. Just above her fist, a little plaque gleamed gold with black carved words: THEODORE BELL, DISCIPLINARY OFFICER. Pruitt pushed the door open without waiting for an answer.


‘Ted? Dane Washington and another boy here to see you.’


As always – Dane Washington and ‘another boy’. With an introduction like that, who could disagree that the odds were against me? I spent the most time there, so naturally I was the one who most likely deserved to be there. ‘Another boy’ would be sent back to class without punishment.


Mrs Pruitt waved us into the office and closed the door. I knew the routine and sat silently, but Tim-Tom launched right into his side of the story. He blathered on for almost a whole minute before he noticed the warden’s hand in the air, a quiet command to shut up. The warden studied us for a moment, paying particular attention to the swollen tomato that used to be Tim-Tom’s eye socket. Then he swivelled his chair ever so slightly towards me.


‘What happened?’


‘You’re asking him?’ Tim-Tom pointed at his busted eye. ‘I’m the one who got hurt.’


The warden kept his gaze on me, waiting.


‘He put a hand on me; I asked him to move it; he kept it there and called me a name; so I hit him.’ I knew the warden liked it short and sweet.


‘I didn’t touch him!’ Tim-Tom burst out.


The warden flicked his eyes towards the noise. ‘What is your name?’


‘Toby Smith.’


Huh. Toby. Close enough.


The warden finally gave him a chance to tell his side of the story – an elaborate lie about how I’d tripped, and he’d put out a hand to try to catch me, but instead of thanking him for the help, I’d punched him for no reason at all.


I chuckled and raised a hand. The warden nodded.


‘I would like to revise my statement. I didn’t hit anyone. His face actually fell into my fist.’


The warden’s mouth twitched, then he launched into the usual speech about words being just words and violence being something else entirely. I glared at Toby. I knew what was coming next. The warden went on to say that an unkind word is not enough to provoke a punch. He told Toby we should all be careful about putting hands on people, in case the touch is misunderstood, but that, in this case, it didn’t sound like a violation of school rules.


I watched Toby’s face through the entire speech.


Was that a smirk?


I didn’t mind so much getting called down to the disciplinary office. The chairs were comfortable enough, and Mrs Pruitt’s candy dish was always full of jelly beans. She’d let you have as many as you wanted, no matter how much trouble you were in.


I didn’t even mind when the warden lectured me about self-control and respect. But there was one word he always stuck in that speech that got my palms itching.


‘Unprovoked.’


That was what he called it when I threw a stick into the spokes of Jimmy Miller’s bike and sent him face-planting into the gravel next to the bike rack. But Jimmy had stolen my English report, changed the big red A to an F, and taped it on my locker for everyone to see – for everyone to think I was some kind of failure.


And when I smashed up Brian Chung’s art project because I’d overheard him telling someone I was a dirtball who needed a shower – the warden called that unprovoked, too. The word pissed me off every time. It was like saying people had permission to go around treating everyone like shit, but nobody had a right to shut them up.


Was he blind? Couldn’t he see Toby sitting there right now, provoking me with that smirk?


Apparently not, because a second later, ‘another boy’ was dismissed.


Once the door was closed again, the warden slid a sheet of paper across the desk to me without a word. I knew the drill, and he knew I knew it. Take the paper home to Mom, have her sign off, showing she knows I’m a bad boy, then drop the slip in the warden’s pigeonhole on my way to detention tomorrow.


Really, they would’ve saved a lot of paper if they’d just given me something reusable, like one of those little coffee cards with boxes for stamping. Ten detentions earn you one free suspension! In fact, my card would be almost full. At Twain, it took only seven detentions to get suspended, and this one made six for me. It would’ve been a hell of a lot more, but Mom convinced the principal to wipe my slate clean at the start of second semester. Principal Davis cared a lot more about straight As than a straight attitude. He wasn’t about to lose one of his top performers.


Now I was back on the brink – one detention away from suspension. A single toe out of line after that, and I’d be expelled. Mom couldn’t afford private school tuition, so for me, that would mean enrolment at the alternative high school – the place for thugs, dumb asses, and people with no hope of going to college. In other words, just about all my old friends.


Almost everyone I ran around with in junior high had disappeared from Twain by the end of freshman year. The ones who’d stayed in touch dropped me one by one when they turned sixteen and started getting cars. Maybe they didn’t want to haul me around. Or maybe those cars drove them into the kind of trouble only alternative-school kids could understand. I didn’t care to find out. I wanted to stay at Twain as much as Mom and Principal Davis wanted me to, but dicks like Toby made it impossible.


I snatched the paper and stuffed it into my backpack.


Mom was just going to love this.
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Rain was dumping so hard outside school I didn’t even bother to lift the hood of my jacket or try to use my backpack as a shield. I just dived straight into the downpour. The quicker the assault, the faster the misery would be over. All around me, the pounding of the rain mixed with slamming car doors and shrieking girls hurrying across the car park. One noise pierced through the rest.


‘Dane! Dane, wait up!’


I ducked my head, pretending not to hear him, but in an instant he was at my side, splashing across the muddy baseball diamonds.


‘It’s raining,’ he said, a little breathless.


‘I didn’t notice.’


Every step through the field was another spray of mud on my jeans from Billy’s stomping. I snapped my head in his direction, intending to tell him to tread a little lighter when I noticed the splashing wasn’t just an accident of his heavy footfall. His eyes were fixed on the ground, deliberately seeking out the biggest pools of water. He hopped from foot to foot, puddle to puddle, intentionally making a mess with every step. His face was split open in a wide grin, and his eyes crinkled at the corners.


Something in his expression caused me to swallow my words. I didn’t speak again until we hit the street.


‘You go that way.’ I pointed down towards the road where I’d first spotted him. ‘I’m going through the gardens.’


‘Then are you going to beat up Mark?’


‘What?’


‘Mark. You said you were going to kick his ass later.’


Billy ignored my instructions and followed me up the grassy lawns, retracing the path we’d made that morning. The rain was letting up now, turning into a mist.


‘Oh.’ I shrugged. ‘Maybe.’


Billy squinted and pushed back a chunk of wet hair. ‘All bark and no bite.’


‘What?’


‘That’s what my dad would have said. When people say they’re going to do something but don’t do—’


‘I know what it means,’ I said.


‘And sometimes it’s “all talk and no ac—”.’


‘I know,’ I repeated.


‘So are you gonna?’


The clouds above us turned a lighter shade of grey as we reached the gardens’ crooked brick pathways.


I had a good enough reason to confront Mark, but I wasn’t looking for a fight at the moment.


I wondered sometimes if Mark and I should have been friends, growing up on the same street and all. But there were a lot of kids on our block, and I’d never made much effort to get to know any of them. I didn’t get chummy with the kids at school, either. I was always too embarrassed to invite any of them over to see our ugly house and meet my crazy mom. I was waiting – until we moved to a house with a kitchen floor that didn’t peel, until Mom stopped framing lottery tickets – but nothing ever changed, and by the time I realised it wasn’t going to change, I’d already made more enemies than friends.


‘I’ll give that tool a pass for now,’ I said to Billy. ‘I already got a detention for fighting today.’


We stepped out of the gardens and into the first streaks of sun breaking through the clouds. It was that strange sunlight that shows up only after a hard rain and washes everything in gold, so even our shit neighbourhood shone.


‘You got a detention?’ Billy’s eyes widened until they were nearly popping out of his head.


‘It’s no big deal.’


‘I almost got a detention once, at my last school. It was a really big deal. Mom got in a big fight with the teacher because he said I deserved it—’


‘Let me guess. For talking too much?’


‘No, for going berserk.’


‘What?’ I stopped and looked at him.


‘I have a really bad temper,’ Billy said in a cheerful voice. ‘I used to have fits – that’s what my doctor called them. Mom calls them tantrums, but I don’t really think—’


‘Get to the point.’


‘The point is – I used to go all crazy when I got upset, and I got upset at the teacher.’


‘About what?’


Billy thought for a moment. ‘Don’t remember. But I didn’t get detention. Mom still calls me her little berserker, even though I don’t go berserk any more.’


As we walked down the pavement in silence, I thought about the first time I went ‘berserk’ on somebody.


I couldn’t remember the kid’s name now, but he used to ride bikes down our street with Mark. I remembered how he shoved the kickstand of his crappy bike down into the icy pavement in front of my house. I was building a snow fort, and he started bragging about how his dad taught him to make an entire igloo out of snow. I ignored him at first, like I ignored all the loser kids on my block, but he kept talking. He went on and on about how his dad taught him to change the chain on his bike and was going to show him how to fix up a car when he got older.


I felt the itch for the first time there, kneeling in the snow. It was like the icy clumps I was piling on to my fort were stabbing me right through my gloves. I kept making fists with my hands, trying to scratch my palms with my fingertips. Open. Close. Open. Close. The itch didn’t go away.


And I still didn’t say anything, which seemed to irritate the kid. He went right on with his one-sided conversation, shuffling through the snow to lean over my fort and make sure I heard every word. He told me all about how his dad took him camping and mini-golfing and swimming, and how I wouldn’t know anything about any of it, because I didn’t have a dad.


I should have pummelled him right then, but all I could think to do was lie. I told him my dad was an astronaut and that he was never home because he was in outer space studying aliens. It was one of many stories I kept in my back pocket as a kid to pull out whenever anybody asked me about my dad. But this boy wasn’t buying it. I would never forget his response.


‘My mom says your mom doesn’t even know who your dad is!’


It happened so fast I wasn’t even aware that I had caused it, but all of a sudden the snow fort was flattened, and that punk was splayed out in the middle of it, with blood flowing from his nose. It spilled into the rubble of white below him, making it look like a giant cherry snow cone. The itch in my palms was gone.


It wasn’t what he said about my dad that provoked the punch. It was more that – even as a kid – I had a good idea of what he was saying about my mom.


I remembered running inside and crying in my room after that first fight. I was sure the kid would tell and that I’d be in big trouble. But the trouble never came. In fact, the kid never said a cruel word to me again. After that, I used my fists on a few other big mouths. Success, every time.


I cocked my head at Billy as we turned down our street. ‘What did you mean – “would have said”?’


‘What?’


‘You said your dad would have said “all bark and no bite”. Is your dad … is he, like, dead or something?’


‘No.’ There was a flicker of an expression on Billy’s face, but I couldn’t make it out.


‘So where is he?’


‘He’s—’ He shifted that heavy backpack higher on his shoulders, causing him to hunch forward further than normal. ‘Not here,’ he finished.


He glued his eyes to the tarmac and walked faster, right down the middle of the road. I didn’t press him any further. I knew as well as anyone how annoying it was to be asked questions you couldn’t answer – especially about an absent parent.


Instead, I reached up to unzip Billy’s backpack.


‘What’s in here that’s so heavy, anyway?’


‘Hey!’ Billy spun on instinct, causing something big and flat to tumble out of his pack and on to the wet street. I snatched it up faster than he could and brushed off the muddy gravel clinging to the front.


‘What’s this?’


‘Duh. Can’t you read?’ He pointed to a huge word on the book’s glossy cover and sounded it out. ‘At-las.’
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