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  To my family




–thanks for all the teeth
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“Happy Birthday dear Solomon, happy birthda–”

Pain exploded in my mouth as my dad yelled, “I told you to stop biting that toy. You aren’t a baby!”

“Blake,” my mom weakly pleaded. “He’s bleeding.”

“Good, maybe he will learn this time. Stop crying. Men don’t cry.”

Touching my front tooth with my tongue, it wiggled and twisted effortlessly. It hung by a thread. The taste of blood filled my mouth as I watched a drop of red fall to the carpet.

“Pull it out boy,” my dad commanded.

I started crying, not because of the pain I felt—I didn’t really have much—but more from the pain I feared. “I can’t pull it out,” I pleaded. I had never lost a tooth before, much less even had a loose one.

“Yank it out, you don’t want your friends to see that you’re a –”

Yank.

“Ahhhh.” The scream came from me, but it was unfamiliar. A mix of fear, surprise, and a jolt of pain began at the gaping hole in my mouth and shot all the way to my ear. Or did the pain reach all the way to my back?

“There I did it for you,” he said disgusted, yet pleased with himself. He slammed my bloody tooth on the table. Jerking back, his arm knocked my cake to the floor. All six candles lay in a single glob.

Running out of the room, Mom and Dad were already fighting with each other. The slow red drops began to drip faster onto the carpet. I would never hear the end of this, but what I did hear was endless yelling.

“Why is he such a baby? He can’t do anything for himself. Always crying. He is no son of mine,” Dad spat these disgusted words out of his mouth, almost as if he didn’t even want them touching his lips.

“Don’t worry, he can change. He will grow up,” Mom tried to say encouragingly, but she didn’t even believe the words herself.

“Don’t worry? You think I am worried about him? I’m not worried, it’s too late for him. People don’t change.”

I didn’t understand why they were yelling. As I rounded the corner to get to the bathroom, I saw Mom grab her stomach. “You have another chance. Things can be different.”

I didn’t know what she meant. All I could think about was the throbbing in my ears. My heartbeat got louder and louder until my parent’s voices were muffled and distant.

Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Looking down as my head squeezed tighter, I noticed my hand. I hadn’t realized my right hand had been clenched into a fist. It was locked in place. I slowly tried to release the tension. With my left hand, I helped my right hand to open. My palm was covered in blood.

Inside my hand was my tooth. I must have grabbed it as I ran out of the room. I carefully washed it in the sink until it was almost clean. The red in the cracks did not come off. Some kind of wet gooey putty filled the hole on the bottom of the tooth. Or was that the top of the tooth? Maybe it was part of my gum that ripped off. Was that why I was bleeding? Would my gums grow back again? Did I need to go to the doctor?

As my parents continued to yell, I knew that I could sneak to my room without them noticing. I knew they were arguing about me, but at the same time, not worried about me. I crawled into bed and carefully slipped my tooth under my pillow.

The thudding in my ears changed to a type of swirling, like I was underwater. What was wrong with me? How soon would I need the doctor? I didn’t want to cry. I had to be strong, a man. I didn’t have to be weak, it was my choice.

But it was all too much. Tears uncontrollably began to drip down my cheek, until the drip became a pour. Sobs turned into heaves, as it was hard to catch my breath. Why was I so scared? What was wrong with me? The darkness of the room surrounded me. It was both comforting and terrifying: safety from the screams and fights, but also loneliness. Nothing felt as alone as darkness. My senses dulled as the shadows closed in, turning my room black.
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I realized I was alone. The house seemed quiet, but somehow not peaceful. Yet silent darkness was better than seeing angry faces—and the yelling. I wondered when it stopped, but didn’t want to think about it too much or I might make it come back.

A shuffle of feet caught my attention. Following the sound, a shadow appeared at the doorway of my room. Fear seized my chest and I lost my breath. As my eyes began to adjust to the darkness, I realized it was only my mom, tucking me in. I hoped she came to tell me that everything was okay, that her and Dad worked it all out. Maybe she would give me a hug and kiss and let me open my birthday present!

“I love you, Mom.” No response. The figure crept closer. Wait, that shadow is too tall to be Mom. No wonder she didn’t answer.

“Night, Dad.” Again, no response, only the sliding of feet on my wood floor. Closer. A hand raised, and a light breeze of air moved my way.

Closer.

The scent, faint at first, was unrecognizable.

Closer.

It smelled like last summer when our neighbor’s dog died, and they hadn’t noticed until three hot days later when the stench hit. The same smell.

Closer.

I could no longer move, not even my mouth to scream for help. My jaw was locked tight. My teeth pressed hard together, the blood taste returning. Warm, smooth. It was not Mom or Dad, it was–

The figure shoved its hand in my mouth. Bony fingers moved from tooth to tooth, stroking each lightly. Stopping as it reached the new gap, it bent over and whispered in my ear, but not a quiet whisper—an angry, yet almost joyful whisper.

“One tooth missing as sure as your friends, gone will they be, the beginning not the end.”

A hand forcefully thrust toward my face. My eyes closed quickly, a second before the punch, a punch that never came. Instead, as I opened my eyes, I saw an arm beneath my pillow. Too close, it touched me, and I felt cold, but moist skin. Slightly damp flesh, yet still somehow flaking off onto my face as it slid further past me. The arm jerked back, then slowly showed me my tooth that it had retrieved. As my eyes looked up at my tooth, its other arm smashed into my face. My mouth flew open and in its hand struck again. Frantically, it yanked out each of my teeth one by one. I tried to scream, but the bleeding from the holes in my gums filled my throat with blood.

Yank.

Yank.

Yank.

Each pull felt harder and quicker. The sound of my gums tearing became like the sound of punching a bowl of wet pudding. With every twist of its arm, a liquidy suction noise echoed in my head.
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Light pierced the crack between my curtains, and I woke up with a jolt.

I was still alive! My head throbbed, and the ceiling spun above me. It must have been from all the blood I’d lost. Pushing myself up, I could feel that my pillow was drenched in blood. What little blood I had left drained from my face. I began to cry out of panic and slowly reached for my mouth, not wanting to learn the inevitable. Reaching into my mouth, my finger slid through a gap where teeth should have been. How many was I missing?

My breath quickened at the same time I noticed that my eyes could not open. They were crusted together—with what? Could blood have sealed them shut? I rubbed my eyes until I could open them just enough to see my blood drenched pillow. Wait—everything looked red. There must be blood in my eyes!

Straining to focus, I realized the red was from the sun glaring into my eyes. Yes—I felt teeth! I hadn’t realized my hand was still in my mouth. As my pillow became clear, it was not red at all. It was its normal beige color, but darker now as a large wet spot covered it. If it was not blood, what was it? I rubbed my face and noticed my face was wet too. Was this all from crying? For this much on my pillow, I must have been crying all night.

It was all just a bad dream! A streak of excitement hit me. If it was a dream, then he…er, it didn’t take my tooth. That meant my tooth was still there for the Tooth Fairy.

Jumping toward my pillow, I wondered what the Tooth Fairy had left me. One dollar? Five? Ten million dollars? I scrambled to flip over my pillow.

Nothing. What? Maybe the money fell on the floor or got stuck in the sheets. For what seemed like an hour, I searched everywhere. No money, but also, no tooth. I lost a tooth last night, and I put it under my pillow, but that-that thing took it from me.

“Solomon,” Mom yelled. From her voice, I could tell that she wasn’t angry. She sounded excited. I ran out to the kitchen, wiping the tears from my face along the way. Mom must have realized that they never gave me a birthday present last night, and I got to open it right now! Ninjago Legos? Captain America shield? A Nintendo Switch?

“Solomon, are you even listening?” Mom’s sharp tone snapped me out of my daydream. “I have good news,” she excitedly said.

Chuck E. Cheese’s? Trampoline Park? Disneyland? The possibilities were endless.

“I got a job,” she said before I had even answered her.

“Huh?” I asked confused. I didn’t even know she wanted a job.

“Since I will be working every day, it will be easier.” She spoke like I knew what she was talking about.

“What? What will be easier?” I asked, even more confused.

“Dammit Solomon, pay attention. I already talked to the school, and you will now be doing online school because your father and I just think it will be–be better. So, we can make it to work on time and then you won’t have to stay at school late with those overpaid babysitters.”

Thoughts began rushing into my head, falling on top of each other. School didn’t even have babysitters. What about my friends? My teacher? Recess! Lunchtime! My field trip next week! I’d never see any of them again!
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Crying all day made everything a blur. I didn’t get to go to school one last time and say goodbye to my friends. I didn’t even get to talk to anyone about it because Mom and Dad both left for work. Trying to go to bed alone was impossible. Why hadn’t Mom or Dad come home yet? They couldn’t work that long. Could they?

I couldn’t fall asleep. I didn’t want to cry more, but that was all I could do. Why did I have to leave my school? Tons of kid’s parents worked, and those kids didn’t have to leave school. What even was online school? Did they even have recess? Would I ever make friends again? The tears began to overflow, streaming down my face and into my mouth. Ugh salty.

I quickly sat up, wiping my face with my shirt. Pulling it back down—I froze. A figure stood across my room, waiting in the dark. Not moving, but smiling. The figure smiling—at me. Lights from the hallway peeked through the bottom of the doorway. All I could see was the figure, the frozen smile, the teeth.

So many teeth. All different sizes. Broken teeth, baby teeth. None were going in the right direction. Teeth upside down and sideways with yellow and brown roots reaching out like fangs. The open mouth looked like a blob of red Play-Doh had been pressed into a bowl of teeth. Mashed together, overlapping, some falling out, some crammed in too far. And it smiled at me, not moving. It was then I understood—this was the same figure from my dream last night. Sparkling eyes unmoved, looking directly into my soul.

Watching.

Waiting.
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[Journal]
The first day of a new semester. The second half of sixth grade. Nothing will be different, except writing 2026 on my papers.


6:22 a.m.

I hated waking up early, but it was the only time I could truly be at peace. Before everything started. One last breath of air before I went under.

“Raina, tuck in?” I whispered. She immediately held out an arm so I could pull her out of bed, and she hopped right up.

Holding up both arms to me, she replied, “Solomon, where my hug at?”

I hoisted her up and quietly carried her to my bed. Good thing five year olds are light, otherwise this wouldn’t be happening. I wondered when this would end, but without realizing, I didn’t want it to.

Bending over to lay her in my bed, she muttered, “Pookie, Virginia is for lovers.”

Her current obsession was Virginia and slang. Yes, the state, and no, we don’t live in Virginia. I don’t even know how she learns any slang. It was not from me, and neither of us had a phone. And again, she is five! I guess that goes back to her being obsessed, if that was the right word for it. When she latched on to something, she wanted to learn everything she could about it, and she somehow remembered it all. I wouldn’t say she was a genius, but I don’t know what to call it. Although, I doubt you could tell if someone was a genius at that age. How would they even figure it out? Because she knew more names of colors and shapes? If only she stored useful facts. Who would care that Virginia was the first colony and founded in 1607 or that it was the 10th state? How did I know that? Because I had to read all the facts to her. I didn’t remember half of them, but when she repeated them all day long, some did stick, unfortunately.

I pulled my fuzzy light blue comforter up to her chin and rubbed her frizzy hair. My comforter wasn’t meant to be fuzzy, but it was falling apart like most things in my life. Why did parents buy baby blue for boys and light pink for girls to begin with? I knew it was a thing, but I was almost twelve. How long did parents expect children to keep their baby things? In my case, I knew what the answer was—forever.

Glancing down at the alarm clock on my nightstand, it read 6:25 exactly. That usually only gave me thirty minutes before Dad woke up, but today I could write a little longer because he was still gone. Not going to lie, it has been a relief with him gone. If I were in a normal family, I would have been having fun with them during my winter break. Maybe that was why Dad left for a week on a work trip—to get a vacation from his family. I wish I could show him the book that I was writing, then I wouldn’t have to wake up everyday before the sun came up.

Not an option, stupid thinking.

Hope only leads to disappointment.
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8:00 a.m. Semester two has officially begun, but who cares?

New kids would probably be in class—there always were—but they wouldn’t stay. They were always just jerks who got kicked out of their school or were failing—and that ended them up here at Attrition Sanctuary Online School. Most kids called it S.O.S. for short, like the ship distress call, because we all felt like we were going down and drowning at this scam of a school. But I just call this school A.S.S.. Actually, I think that was the real name because they only made it online like a year before I got here. But like I was saying, no one stayed, because if they got too bad or if they actually got their grades up, they were gone.

Who fails 6th grade anyway?

And how was that even possible? The kids in my class for sure didn’t do much work, and the work they do do was absolute hot dog water, and somehow they were still passing.

Ha, do-do.

But maybe there would be a new baddie to look at, well one that wouldn’t murder me, and one that I could actually get into her DMs. Not that I wanted to forget about Tasha. I didn’t know how it was possible that she didn’t know I existed, even though there were only twelve students in our class. I mean, she had to know I existed, but I must not be worth the time.

Zero interesting, that was me.

There was something about Tasha. I pinned her screen so that only her screen was visible. Double benefit. I got to look at her, and I didn’t have to look at anyone else. Staring at her eyes, I tried to figure out if they were more angry or mysterious. She had never smiled once this whole year. That couldn’t be why I was interested in her. Maybe she hated school and this class as much as I did. She played with one of her pink braids that hung down, twirling it between her fingers. Without thinking, I quickly took a screenshot of her. More accurately, I purposely took my daily screenshot of her. I didn’t do anything with the pictures except throw them in the Tasha folder, but maybe someday she would be impressed with hundreds of pictures of her. Sure.

Hopefully there would be someone new that I could talk to.

“Can you see my screen?” Mrs. Pennick asked as she adjusted her glasses, scrunching her face, and moving closer than humanly possible to the camera.

How was she an online teacher, but so bad with computers? How many years had she had this job and she still couldn’t screen share? Why did us kids have to learn something in a day, be tested on it, and be expected to remember it forever? But adults, they didn’t have to learn anything and could keep going. They got away with saying things like, “I just can’t get the hang of this,” or “These buttons keep changing.” It must be nice not having to learn things or being able to blame others for everything.

“This month’s project will be for Lunar New Year.”

Great, more project based learning. More like Teacher Not Working. How does she get paid for what she does?

“No, we can’t see your screen,” I muttered as I unmuted.

Don’t worry, I was not that student, but I had learned that if I didn’t say anything, no one else would. Mrs. Pennick once made it through a whole lesson not knowing that she wasn’t sharing her screen, and no one said anything. But after I failed the quiz the next day, I knew I had to care at least a little. Not that I cared that much about school. I mean, I did care about school, but when I failed a test and it wasn’t my fault…I didn’t care. What I did care about was keeping my dad off my back. He wouldn’t understand and wouldn’t try to. He would make a small problem a large problem–for me. That day I had to teach myself how to divide fractions. Not fun. So now I made sure Mrs. Pennick taught something. But that was not all. I also made sure my sister understood her work and got it all done. Her teacher didn’t seem to be any better, considering the amount of things I needed to teach Raina each day.

Brandon’s video was clearly fake. It was just looping. He nodded, then a thinking look, nodded again, then squinted eyes, crunched eyebrows, mewing, rizz face, back to nodding. The worst part was that it was not even a clean loop. His nodding jumped so it looked like someone hit fast forward or there was a glitch in the matrix, then back to thinking, nodding, squinting. How did Mrs. Pennick fall for this?

Mrs. Pennick’s gruff, yet somehow weak, voice interrupted my anger. “I, of course, won’t show your weights because that is confidential, and I know that pre-teens don’t–”

Zeke unmuted and interrupted her. “Solomon is triple digits. Fatty! More like Swallowed-a-Man.” He sat up so that everyone could clearly see his, Tell your mom I said hi, shirt and his hair that was so perfectly messy that you knew he spent half an hour on it.

All I heard was laughing from one student at a time. This was nothing new. They each hit the spacebar for a second to unmute and Mrs. Pennick never saw who was talking because by the time she looked, everyone was muted again. She never knew who started it because once a new person talked, the green box switched to the new person talking. To finish it all off, Mrs. Pennick talked, so then the green square was on her. Once again, they got away with it.

Of course I heard Mason’s scrawny, nasally laugh. He always unmuted the longest. He must think it made him cool because he never did anything that people would like him for. He never even had his camera on. He claimed it was broken, but if it was, he would just get another Chromebook from the school.

Why was she still sharing her screen, and why did it have to be showing my weight? Come on, Mrs. Pennick— switch screens. I just knew Zeke was taking screenshots of this.

“You mean, more like Saggy-one,” Jace rasped. His voice matched his hair, messy and dirty. His hair did not take half an hour to fix. It just took a week without a shower or a brush. Unlike Zeke, he slouched in his chair, probably trying to cover up that same black sweatshirt he had been wearing for weeks, months—for as long as I could remember.

“Class, what are you talking about? Remember no mics until I say so,” Mrs. Pennick chided, but in a tone that showed that she didn’t really want the answer.

Maybe I was a little chubby, but it’s not like I didn’t try. I asked for an Apple Watch once to help keep me on track with goals and exercise, and Dad scoffed, “You don’t need a smart watch to tell you that you sit on your @ss all day.” With him, one was never enough, so he followed it up with, “I saw your grades today, you probably need a dumb watch.”

Our teacher said if we had a smart watch we could send her the logged workouts, and they would count for PE. I could use it to walk away from this hell hole for an hour. But instead, I was stuck doing PE inside of the house and in front of my whole class, on video. I didn’t know what was worse: doing it in front of them, or in front of my dad. I could only hope that they weren’t watching though, because if they were, I was the only one ever on screen. They for real didn’t need more chances to make fun of me. I was probably safe though because, for everyone else in class, PE time was free time. I bet they were off watching videos online or messaging each other.
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SMILING AT ME
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| AM STILL ALIVE!
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FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL
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THE BEGINNING,NOT THE END
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SIX CANDLES





