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Before

The last fight Kevin had been in had gotten the other kid—Jacob Aarons—checked into the hospital. Not in a “he broke his fist” way, but in a “he suffered a severe head injury and was unconscious for two days straight” way. Kevin’s parents had to pay for all of the boy’s medical bills. Kevin had to pray, so the boy would wake up. What would’ve happened if he never woke up?

It had been a big scare for a seventeen-year-old boy who was just a few months away from graduation. Kevin ended up being kicked out from the third school in the last two years and had to practically get down on his knees and beg so the judge wouldn’t send him to a reformatory for troubled kids. He’d managed to get away with three months of community service (he’d collect the trash and clean the beach every weekend), see a therapist, and keep away from Jacob. Kevin was sure that it had been Jacob’s parents' decision. If it had been up to Jacob, the boy would crawl out of bed and follow Kevin into an empty street and beat the shit out of him as revenge. But no one cared about Kevin’s reasons for why he did what he did. They only cared for the other kid. 

The truth was, Kevin wasn’t entirely sorry for what had happened. Jacob Aarons was a bully. Kevin had just found out the jock was picking on his sister Ella all senior year. So, Kevin threw a punch right in his stupid face. How would he know that the boy would lose balance and hit his head on the cafeteria table?

But he was sorry for his mother. He knew he had to learn how to control his emotions and his temper. It wasn’t healthy to channel all of his anger into his fists. So Kevin meant it when he promised his mother that he was going to behave. They were running out of options, and he could see in his mother’s eyes that this was his last chance of going to a regular high school. If he stepped out of line again, she’d be sending him to live with his father in Manhattan.

Kevin really didn’t want to go to his father. The fact that he’d sent them money to help pay Jacob’s time in the hospital had been the most he’d made himself present in the last five years. He sometimes called in his birthdays, but often he’d forget, too busy spending his time sitting behind a desk in an office in a Wall Street building, making money, and forgetting he had a life and a family outside of those walls. It had been the reason his mother had asked for a divorce in the first place. And if she was willing to send him to his father now, it meant she was reaching her limit. 

It was a warm, sunny day—just like all other Miami days were. His mother parked the car outside of Edison High School. Kevin watched the kids coming and going from the courtyard, talking to each other, everyone already belongs to a particular group. The jocks. The cheerleaders. The geeks. People liked to say there were no such things as stereotypes in high school, but that was just a bunch of bullshit, if you asked Kevin. He’d changed schools too many times to know that the people and the groups were all the same in every place. And he never belonged to any of them. And he never wished to do so. Also, he knew that soon he’d do something to mess up his reputation. Not on purpose, but it always happened. 

“Just try,” his mother said. “Please, Kevin.”

“OK,” he said.

“I’m serious,” she said. “You don’t want to go to your father, do you?”

“No,” Kevin said, turning on his seat to look at his mother. “I don’t get it... why can’t I just study with you and Ella?”

His sister had decided she wasn’t going back to school to finish her junior year, and had chosen to be home-schooled for the rest of the year.

“You can’t just run away from your problems, Kevin,” his mother said. “If you just isolate yourself from people, who knows how worse your temper problems will be in the future.” She sighed. “You need to learn how to be around people without getting into fights.”
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