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Chapter One
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The minute I walk in the door there’s my mother, coming out of the bathroom, ready for bed. "Where have you been?” she squawks. “Do you know what time it is?"

I glance at the clock on the wall. "A little after eleven," I say.

I head for the sofa, shove a handful of stuffing back beneath the upholstery and untie my shoes.

"Listen, you little shit, I was about ready to call the cops and report you as a runaway. Where the hell have you been?"

I toe my sneakers off, lean back and stare at the ceiling. I'll have to listen to whatever she has to say. Correction. I’ll sit here. I don't have to listen. I stopped listening to my mother a long time ago.

"I swear, Darla, if you sneak out of this house one more time, I'm calling the cops. They'll drag your sorry ass home."

If they can find me. That might be tough. These days, I have trouble finding myself.

I don't exactly sneak out, either. I simply wait until I’m sure my mother is asleep. Then I open the front door and walk out. 

But sometime after I left last night she locked the door. And she flipped the deadbolt. She knows I don’t have a key for that. 

So I couldn't get back in. You'd think she'd learn. You'd think she'd just stay in her bed until a decent hour, say eight or nine in the morning. I'm usually home by then, sound asleep in my bed. She’d never even know I was gone. What is the point of locking me out? I came home at five this morning. But I sure as hell wasn’t going to knock on the door and beg her to let me in.

The hell with her. I have friends my mother doesn't know about, places where I can go and no one hassles me.

As long as I can remember my mother's been mad at me. I don't know what I did. Except be born. That was my big mistake. If I just hadn't been born, my mother's life would be freakin' fantastic. I know because she's told me so about a hundred times a year for the last fifteen years. 

I’m pretty sure I’m about to hear it again.

Yep, here she comes, crossing the grubby green carpeting in those filthy, threadbare house slippers she always wears. There's the finger pointed in my direction, the narrowing of the eyes, the thinning of the lips.

My mother was attractive once. I've seen pictures. She wasn't always fifty pounds overweight and built like a barrel. And she didn't always wear her hair hacked off the way she does now. My mother’s head is small compared to the rest of her so she looks like a pumpkin with a pea on top. It's sort of sad.

The finger shakes. "I've had it with you, Darla. Everyone's had it with you. You're flunking out of school. Sneaking out. Doing drugs, drinking. Sleeping around. I'm going to find a place that can deal with a girl like you and I'm going to send you there.

"I'm tired of being woke up in the middle of the night, and I'm tired of wondering where you are and what you're doing. It ain't nothin' good, I know that much. Otherwise, you wouldn't be sneakin' around to do it.

"You keep it up and I'll find a place with nice high fences and locks on the doors and windows. A place you can't sneak out of."

Okay, Mother. Whatever. 

I don’t drink or do drugs. Much. Except for weed. And I don’t sleep around. Has she taken a good look at me lately?  Who would want me?

I glare back at her, sort of, but I’m too tired to do more than that. Besides, it never does any good. Usually it just pisses her off even more. Then she really gets going and I have to hear her tell me how worthless I am and how sorry she is I was ever born. Sometimes she gets really mean and starts telling me about my father, who by the way, didn't marry her, didn't want me, and had in fact, given her money to get rid of me.

She thinks that’s noble, I guess, that she didn't get rid of me like he wanted. Like she'd show him. Yeah, he'll really be impressed with us if he ever comes around. Not that he ever will. 

What my mother doesn't know is that I often wish she’d done as he wanted. I wish I wasn't even here. I try hard not to be. But she doesn't appreciate my effort.
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Grounded. That’s the best my mother can come up with. It’s sort of a joke, really. I mean, grounded. Where'd they get that? What's it mean? If you're an airplane and you're grounded it means you can't fly. Based on what you know about me so far, do you think I ever had a chance to fly? 

I heard a song once on the radio about believing you can fly. Believing you can touch the sky. The truth is, every night I used to think about how it would be if I could fly. If I could touch the sky. I never thought about it during the day because that’s when I never think I can do anything. I can't do anything right, at least. 

Mostly what I’m good at is shooting my mouth off. Especially at school. I’m excellent at that. Maybe I should go into politics. I've thought about it. I think I could fix a lot of stuff that's wrong with the world. Take school for example.

When I shoot my mouth off, I get a referral. Which means a visit to the Dean of Discipline, Mr. Harry. He thinks he's this understanding guy who just wants to help. He asks me to tell him what's going on, you know, like what was bothering me so much I started yelling at my English teacher, Miss Cribbs. I ask him if he ever met Miss Cribbs. Well, yeah, sure he'd met her. They work at the same school. I say, “Well, did you ever take her class?” She picks the most boring stuff for us to read. Julius Caesar. A hundred and fifty pages. We're supposed to read it over the weekend. Yeah, right. I mean, if you plan on sleeping all weekend, it'd be okay. Because I guarantee you, that book will put you to sleep. I got better things to do.

And then Miss Cribbs used that tone. It reminds me of my mom. That snotty, you’re-an-idiot-and-we-all-know-it tone. "Darla, why are you not prepared for today's discussion?" Then, when I don't answer her, "Darla, why haven't you read the assigned material?"

She asks, so I have to tell her. I say, "Because, Miss Cribbs, this is the most boring damn shit I've ever laid eyes on. I don't know what you were thinking when you assigned it."  

That's when I stand up. Miss Cribbs backs up a couple of steps. I'm not that big, if you want to know the truth. Miss Cribbs probably outweighs me by about thirty pounds. But she looks a little scared. And I know it's sort of sick, but I like that she’s scared. I guess a psychologist would use the term "powerful" to describe how I felt. I have everybody's attention. Even Billy Galloway's. So I figure, why not go for it?  

I shove my desk on its side. The crash pretty much shuts everybody up for a minute. And even that silence feels good. I guess the shrinks are right. I do feel powerful. Trouble with feeling powerful is it never lasts. 

Miss Cribbs is on the damn intercom calling for security so fast I can't even blink. I walk out. I would have liked to slam the door behind me, that's what I think of Miss Cribbs, but our school has those kind of doors you can't slam. They just close by themselves with a swooshing sound. 

That pisses me off even more. So I slam my fist into a bunch of lockers instead. About that time Officer Golden comes around the corner and I’m busted. Again.

Shit.

"Hey, Darla. Tough day?"

He takes me by the elbow. Not rough-like. He’s gentle. Probably because he knows I know the drill. He’s just there to make sure I don't take any detours on the way to Mr. Harry's office. I mean I know the way and everything. I've been there like a hundred times. Well, probably not a hundred. Maybe twenty or twenty-five. I'm only a sophomore. 

Okay, that's a lie. Did I tell you I lie? I don't know why. I do it a lot. I guess because no one wants to hear the truth. And if you tell the truth they don't believe you anyway. At least that's been my experience. So sometimes I lie and sometimes I just don't say anything. If you don't say anything they can't pin anything on you. And they can't twist your words, either. Adults are good at that. Especially people who work at schools. And shrinks. 

Cops aren't so bad. I like Officer Golden. He's never tried to twist my words around or make me say things I don't mean. He just always looks at me like he's sort of sad or disappointed or something. I wish he wouldn't look at me like that. It makes me feel bad. I wish he was my father. Oops. No. I didn't mean that. What I meant was I wish I had a father like him. Mostly what I wish for was that I just had a father. I've wished that for a long time. If I think about it too much, I get really mad about it. You don't want to see me mad. 

That thing in Miss Cribbs’s room just now? That was nothing. When I really get going, man I can be real destructive. You should see my room. 

We are in Mr. Harry's office now. Officer Golden lets go of my elbow. He puts his hand on my shoulder. "See ya around, Darla," is all he says. I wish he'd leave his hand on my shoulder longer but Mr. Harry indicates for me to take a seat.

I slump in the chair. I do that a lot. Pisses off adults. They tell me I've got "an attitude." But doesn't everybody have an attitude? They've sure all got opinions about stuff. I think that's what an attitude is. It's what you think about all the stuff in the world. I'll tell you what I think. It sucks. That's my opinion. That's my attitude. It sucks and nobody gives a shit about anything. They pretend they do. But I know they don't.

Mr. Harry opens a file in front of him. It’s pretty thick, so it’s probably mine. I don't know how he got ahold of it so fast. Usually he has to go hunt for it in a drawer somewhere. Maybe he hasn't put it away from the last time. 

"So, Darla, let's see, it's been almost a week since I saw you last. What's going on?"

Only a week? That explains the file still being on his desk, I guess. I'd tried to tell him then, it wasn't my fault. It was that damn Amber girl and her big mouth. I don't know why she couldn't leave me alone. She was always starting trouble. 

That time it was about Billy Galloway. She told everybody I slept with him. Saying I was a slut. She's the slut, if you want to know the truth, and I told her so. Plus, she's a jealous bitch. She's had a thing for Billy since the seventh grade, I swear. Billy says he doesn’t even like her. Much.

"Darla?" Mr. Harry is trying to get my attention. Sometimes it’s hard to pay attention when people talk to me. I don't know why. I don't know why Mr. Harry is named Mr. Harry either. He's got a bald head that looks like a dinosaur egg. 

"Yeah." Sometimes it’s a good idea to answer even if you aren't paying attention. Most adults can't tell the difference anyway.

"Miss Cribbs says you raised your voice in reply to a reasonable question. And also that you overturned a desk in her classroom."

I shrug. He'll believe whatever Miss Cribbs says. What I want to say is "So what?" Instead what I say is, "Miss Cribbs doesn't like me. She's always on my case."

Mr. Harry sits back in his chair and taps a pen on top of my file. "Mmhmm," he says, like he agrees with me, but he doesn't. "Do you think that has anything to do with the fact that you hadn't completed the assignment? That you weren't prepared for class today?"

I'm never prepared for class. Almost never. Except for my criminal justice class last year. And law studies which I'm taking this year. I like those classes. All the others pretty much suck.

“Let’s see. You say Miss Cribbs doesn’t like you. Which is what you said about Mr. Donovan last semester. And Mrs. Hernandez when she reported the incident in the cafeteria. The only thing in common they all have is problems with you. Why do you suppose that is, Darla?”

When I don’t answer Mr. Harry says, "Darla? Did you hear me?"

Shit. There I go. Not paying attention.

"Yeah, I guess."

"You guess you heard me or you guess you weren't prepared for class today?"

"Yeah."

Mr. Harry sighs. I smile. But only on the inside. You don't ever want people like Mr. Harry to see you smile. Then they think you're up to something. They think you like being in his office.

Well, the truth is, I sort of do. It’s a lot better than sitting in Miss Cribbs's room listening to her drone on about Julius Caesar. There’s probably a test on it today. It’s probably twenty-five percent of my grade. Miss Cribbs is real big on telling us how much of a percentage of our grade the tests and quizzes are. And how many points she figures for class participation and homework. I figure I have about a zero percent grade in her class by now. But, as I already pointed out, what difference does it make?

Mr. Harry is writing. I know that form. OSS. Out of school suspension. Been there. Done that. Crap. It’s worse. OSS Assist. Stuck off campus with all the losers in the county's public school system. Boy, that'll teach me a lesson.
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Chapter 3
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OSS Assist finds either the most burnt out teachers or else the newest ones. 

The new ones are pretty funny. They don't know what they're doing for one thing. And they have that same kind of attitude like Mr. Harry does. They think they're helping. I'm sure they'd like to. I want to say to them, don't even bother. You can't help me. No one can.  

I only got two days of OSS this time for the "incident" in Miss Cribbs's class. But then, I get caught smoking in the parking lot and get another three days. 

Okay, but see, here's what happened. I wasn't smoking. I wasn't. I was with some kids that were smoking, so Mrs. Hennepin gave me another three days. Even though I didn't have any cigarettes on me or anything. I wasn't holding one. I didn't even have my lighter with me. I was about dying of nicotine withdrawal at the time so me and this kid Justin were going to share one. He got the first drag and there came Mrs. Hennepin. Screwed again. At least if I'd lit it, I'd have got that one drag.

Justin saw her coming, but I didn't. I was waiting for him to hand me the cigarette, but instead he turned around and took a couple more drags and then he flicked it away. I was about ready to lay into him, but Mrs. Hennepin beat me to it.

I don't know why they care if kids go in the parking lot on the lunch break. But man, if you don't have a pass and they catch you in the parking lot, guess what? More OSS. That's their solution to everything.

If I was running things, I'd say, look, OSS doesn't solve anything. They give you a bunch of stupid busy work that doesn't mean anything. You just get behind in your regular classes. I think they ought to make you do extra work in your regular classes instead.

Except most kids can't be in their regular classes, because they do stupid stuff like raise their voice or not follow simple instructions. Or knock over their desk. Disruptive. That's what they are. I like that word. Disruptive. It sounds like what it is, doesn't it?  

Disruptive Darla. 

So it's not bad enough that I have this hard time paying attention when adults are talking. And all my teachers are adults. I'm getting even more behind now I'm in OSS for another three days. It's boring as shit, I'll tell you that. No one cares if you show up. You're already suspended. There's nothing they can do to you except give you more OSS. It's pretty stupid.

Mr. Harry calls my mother to tell her I have OSS again. She gets off the phone and gives me her disgusted look. People don't know it, but my mother does have more than one expression besides the angry one. Her disgusted look is where she kind of scrunches in one side of her mouth and shakes her head. She uses that one a lot with me. I'm pretty much immune to it by now. 

If she gave me a smile, then maybe I'd sit up and take notice. If she ever acted like she was glad to see me I'd probably die of shock. Like that'll ever happen. This is how I got it figured. In three years I'll be eighteen. I can do whatever the hell I want and she can't stop me. Not that she stops me now, although she tries. Except lately it seems like she's not even trying that hard. Which makes sense. I believe I already mentioned she doesn't care.

Sometimes, when I sneak out, I go visit my friend Lolly. Lolly's probably seventy-five or something. I never asked her. She likes me, though. Well, she tolerates me and doesn't seem to mind having me around. She lets me smoke at her house, but she won't let me drink. She drinks, though. Boy, does she drink. Some kind of whiskey or bourbon or something. Cheap stuff, which is about what you'd expect. Lolly doesn't have a lot of money. No one in our neighborhood does.

I go and sit with her. She stays up all night sometimes. She's got some old records and stuff. Or else she'll find some old movie on TV and put that on. She'll explain about the old actors. They're all dead now, but I guess she knew them when they were still alive. Well, she didn't know them. Not personally. But they were still alive when they were making movies. When Lolly still had money to go to the theater. Heck, though, she says tickets back then were like a quarter or something. I wish that's all it cost now. 

Anyway, for an old lady, Lolly's pretty cool. She drinks and I smoke. Sometimes we talk. I don't tell her much of anything, because after all, she's still an adult. One thing I like about Lolly is she doesn't like my mom. They had some fight a long time ago, back when Lolly had her dog Mimi. Mimi used to do her business in our yard all the time. My mom yelled at Lolly about it and Lolly yelled back that Mimi wasn't hurting anything. Truth is, our yard isn't much to speak of. Mostly it's weeds and dirt. And it never gets mowed or anything. So I don't see what difference it made if Mimi was using it for a bathroom. But that's my mom for you. Nothing she does ever makes sense.
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Every Wednesday Mr. Abbott wants us to bring in a current events article to "share" with the class. I wish he wouldn't make us do this. He teaches history. I don't know what he thinks current events have to do with things that happened over a hundred years ago. 

Since I have lunch detention anyway, I get a pass to the media center. I don't like reading the newspaper, but it's the easiest place to get a current events article from. 

The newspaper is full of all the bad stuff that's happening in the world. Good things aren't news. No one's interested if flowers start blooming at a nuclear test site or if some dog survived a tornado and they found him in a tree. They put only bad news in the newspapers so people can be more depressed. If they read about all the terrible stuff happening to other people, maybe they think their lives aren't so awful. The bad stuff that happens to them is just normal.

Miss Kuzac says I can cut stuff out of yesterday's newspaper if I want, but not today's. Doesn't matter to me. I'm sure plenty of bad stuff happened yesterday. I'll find something for Mr. Abbott.

I sit at one of the tables pretty far away from Miz Kuzac. I like my privacy.

First thing I see is they found the body of a missing teen in a canal. DCF had been looking for her. I know a couple of kids in state foster care. I wonder if they'll end up dead like this girl, Melinda Carpenter. She was 17. They don't say how she died. That's never good.

Nobody cares about kids. If you pick up a newspaper, the first thing you see is all the bad stuff that happens to them. This Melinda chick made page one.

In the local section there's always a ton of bad stuff about kids. Right away I find three headlines, all on the same page. 

"Teen guilty of manslaughter in drowning of 5-year-old boy in Pompano Beach canal." Canals are really popular here in south Florida. They're always finding bodies in them.

"Pennsylvania boy found wandering dies in Fla." This kid's stepfather put him on a bus and told him to go find his real father. Nice, huh? The kid was wandering around and starved. Then he died. I wonder if I went looking for my father I'd end up dead.

"Girl, 7, starved at home returns to school." This kid weighed 29 pounds when they found her. Her father came and took her to live with him. She's lucky, huh? Well, except she had to be starved before her father came and got her. 

I wonder if I starved myself...no that's dumb. He wouldn't even know. Plus I know some girls that have fathers and they starve themselves anyway.
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