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Author's Note




As a former Advanced Placement Language and Composition teacher, this novel is a nod to all the high school scholars out there who challenge their capabilities without burning out from overdoing it. This current-day story is a mash-up of four classic novels: William Golding’s Lord of the Flies, Jane Austen’s Emma and Pride and Prejudice, and E.M. Forster’s Passage to India.

My first teaching job, in the 1990s, was in a district that opened enrollment in advanced placement classes. Our high school increased enrollment in AP Lang and Comp from 18 students when teacher permission was required to over 90 students. While there were pros and cons with this model, such as tracking so many students, I’m still honored that I got to witness the number of students who sought to challenge themselves when invited into AP classes. To learn more about tracking students, visit https://fedorewriter.com.

Lastly, there’s a brief reference to suicidal ideation. Mental health practitioners advise that talking about suicide may help a person view their circumstances differently and encourage them to seek help. If you or someone close to you is feeling suicidal, please call, text, or chat 988 to speak with a trained crisis counselor offering support.








  
  

Chapter 1
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Alonzo Hernandez





An ocean wave of stress rolls in, 
Forcing me to think about my future.
A receding wave pulls me back
To Now with its everyday fears.
The waves of our todays
and tomorrows crash
Over my friends and me. Awash.
Stealing our breath.
Clutching at our confidence.
Dousing our aspirations.

This poem from my journal pretty much summarizes what’s happening right now. Last February, I asked Papá, “May I register for AP Lang?” He asked what it was, then said, “You know what? I don’t need to know.” I should’ve used the full name: Language and Composition.

I asked if I could start planning for college, especially since I’m going to be a senior in the fall. He said, “No.”

This morning, as Papá and I sit at the kitchen table eating breakfast, I ask the same question, different year. “May I sign up for AP Literature?” This time I use the full name rather than AP Lit so he won’t get frustrated with not knowing what it is.

“I can’t talk about something that won’t happen for another… what… seven months? I’m focused on today, Alonzo.” Papá pushes back his chair, which screeches on the floor.

I wipe my hand down my face, inhale through my nose.

With his back to me, he steps to the sink, pours the remnants of his coffee down the drain, and rinses his cup.

I get that he can’t talk right now. He’s busy; owns a business. But, right now, I need to register for classes. Ones that challenge me. College-bound classes. What if I sign up for the wrong course and set a path I can’t reverse?

Like I wrote in my journal, I’m drowning in stress.

I’m learning about persuasive essays in Miss Halden’s English class, and I’d planned to state the opposite side to him, like, “I see your point, Papá. Having me work at your store strengthens your business.” Miss Halden said this is how you get someone to listen to the other side. I was ready to tell him that going to college strengthens our family. That we ultimately want the same thing. But he thinks college is a waste of time and money.

“What guarantee do you have?” he asks. He thinks I can earn a good living at his auto-parts store. Papá leans his hand on the table next to my cereal bowl. “Alonzo. You talk about college. But what for? To study what?”

“I don’t know. Lots of kids figure it out once they get there.”

“I gotta go to work.” He leaves the kitchen with a whoosh, like he sucked all the air out of the room. All I hear now is the vibration of the fridge motor and someone’s car engine roaring in the distance. Am I capable of handling AP Lit and subsequently college? If I fail, I’ll prove Papá right. If I succeed, I’ll prove Papá wrong, which is worse. As much as we disagree, Papá is my anchor. My family is my lifeline. I push away my doubts as I scoop up the last spoonful of my cereal.

Should I register for AP Lit and not tell him? Forge his signature on my registration form?

I’m tempted.








  
  

Chapter 2
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Miss Heather Halden





It’s my prep period and I hear a knock on my classroom door, which interrupts me from grading Alonzo Hernandez’s essay. From my desk, I peer through the small window in my door and see that it’s Mr. Mark Johnson. He’s a thirty-year-old single teacher that could be a perfect match for me since I’m twenty-six and am an English teacher too. I open my door, and my stomach immediately warms at the sight of his chocolate-brown eyes. 

The Life of Frederick Douglass is ten inches from my face. I recoil from the nearness of it and my hopes of being asked on a date deflate. Mr. Johnson is stabbing the air with his dog-eared, worn copy, punctuating phrases. “I saw your students walking in the hallway with this book. Those juniors will never fully understand the nuances and language in this memoir.”

My hand clenches the side of my door, and I resist the temptation to slam the door in his face. “Mr. Johnson, these books aren’t designated solely for AP Lang and Comp. We have at least a hundred of them, so I took the liberty of checking them out to my students.”

“My students pride themselves on reading high-level material. What will they think when they see regular juniors with this book?” He stabs the book at me again.

Regular students? As opposed to irregular?

I place my hand on his book and lower it away from my face. “First of all, don’t use your book as a communication prop.”

“Sorry.”

He’s not sorry, but at least he holds the memoir at his side.

“Secondly, I stand by my decision to teach Frederick Douglass.” I start to close my door. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have papers to grade. I’m sure you do too.”

I’m back at my desk and can’t focus on grading essays. I puff out a frustrated breath from my nostrils, stand up, and march toward the main office.

Unbelievable! “Those juniors,” I mutter with gritted teeth. Little does Mr. Johnson know that my students have been writing literary analyses and studying faulty logic, the same as his advanced juniors. Post hoc, ergo propter hoc, Mr. Johnson. Just because a few students squander the privilege of an education doesn’t mean they all do.

I arrive at the main office and ask to speak with Principal Pency. His secretary, Margaret Guilder, peeks over a wraparound counter. “Let’s hope he’s in a better mood than earlier,” she says, then lowers her voice. “He suspended three students.”

I’m always curious why students are suspended. Privacy laws keep my teacher colleagues and me from knowing the reasons. For details, we rely on overhearing students’ conversations and sharing intel among ourselves. I’m quite sure Mrs. Guilder wants to tell me but can’t.

She says, “He happens to be in his office. Head on in there, dear.”

Attempting to contain my nervous energy and anger with Mr. Mark Johnson, I sit in a swivel chair opposite Mr. Pency’s desk stacked with askew papers, rumpled folders, and a teacup with a chamomile tea tag hanging off the rim. I plant my feet firmly on the floor, so I won’t rotate the chair, and begin my pitch. “I predict that at least a dozen students would come to school on Tuesdays and Thursdays, from six to seven, to prepare for the AP Lang and Comp exam.” I take a breath and continue. “Some students are interested in challenging themselves but don’t have the time or energy to take a rigorous class like AP Lang. The AP Club would allow interested, talented students to dabble in AP.” What I don’t tell him is that Mr. Mark Johnson stopped by my classroom moments ago and I have something to prove. My students don’t know it yet, but they have something to prove too. I want to shift the horses on the merry-go-round called education. Give students a chance to reach for the brass ring.

“I’d like to propose a PTA grant that will pay for the AP Club students to take the exam in May.” I haven’t thought this through but what I’m saying seems plausible enough. Studying after school will supplement what they’re learning in class. It’ll show my students that there is no separation between the AP elite and them.

Mr. Pency steeples his pointer fingers and taps them on his lips.

I wait, and the longer I wait, the more my palms sweat. Is this risky? Absolutely. If my students and I fail, our humiliation will be unpleasantly public. Teachers are given access to AP scores, so they can assess students’ strengths and areas for growth. Mr. Johnson will know I was a fool to believe my students were capable of advanced-level coursework. Worse yet, he’ll keep thinking my juniors aren’t accomplished scholars. That they’re “regular.”

But he’s wrong.

Finally, Mr. Pency heaves an enormous sigh and theatrically crosses his arms. “Okay.”


      [image: ]So, here I sit, attempting to craft a flyer that will invite the kind of student I’m seeking. I need to finish this before the bell rings for class.


What if you could earn college credit
with just an exam?


What if you haven’t thought about
applying for college?


Start thinking.


Join Miss Halden and like-minded juniors
on Tuesdays and Thursdays
6-7 p.m.
in room 203


Our first session is next Tuesday.




I don’t want the club members to consist of advanced placement students whose parents force them to attend. I don’t want my club to help Mr. Johnson’s students succeed so he can take the credit for their success. I’m looking for recruits who haven’t imagined a maximum score of five, or any score, on the Lang and Comp exam. Students who are intelligent and hardworking but perhaps haven’t dreamt of or been given the chance to strive beyond their current goals.








  
  

Chapter 3
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Adele Questin





Finally! A club I really want to join. Sure, I’m in Photography Club and Pep Club but they’re for applying to colleges, for seeming as if I actually want to socialize, which my school counselor said I needed. If I gaze at another famous photo and analyze it for its contrast and composition, I’ll seriously gouge my eyes out. If I stick another plastic pom-pom in my ponytail, wear a tutu and stand in the bleachers with other screaming fans at a basketball game, I’ll tear my hair out. Sometimes I feel like I’m faking everything just to get into college. Maybe once I’m in college, I’ll figure out what I actually like. 

“Analyzing literature and essays?” I say to my one true friend, Alonzo. “Writing literary analyses in my spare time? That’s more my cup of oolong.”

“Oolong?” Alonzo’s giving me the side-eye.

“Just go with it.” I turn away from the flyer and we walk from Miss Halden’s third-period junior English class.

“Of course you’re joining the AP Club,” Alonzo says as we tromp down the crowded stairs and wedge past four oafish guys clogging the landing. “You should’ve registered for AP Lang and Comp with Mr. Johnson. You had the grades and test scores for it.”

Alonzo has so much faith in me. “I’d heard Mr. Johnson is tough, and I seriously didn’t want to ruin my 4.0.” I tuck my shoulder-length hair behind my ear, a nervous habit I’m trying to quit. “I’m happy to be in English with you and Miss Halden.” I pause. “Alonzo? Why aren’t you in AP Lang?”

He shakes his head. “It’s complicated.”

I guess that subject’s closed. We’re heading to lunch, so we’re taking our time walking through the hallways. We eat at school daily, which isn’t so bad. The commons has floor-to-ceiling windows and round tables. Great for chatting with friends, though it’s usually just me and Alonzo sitting at the table.

After school, Alonzo walks from school to his job at a nearby car wash, about three blocks away. I know this because one time when I took my car through the car wash, I saw him detailing a car in a stall and pulled over to chat. It was an awkward interaction, like I was interrupting him or… I don’t know.

We step into the crowded commons, and I scan the faces of people I don’t know and don’t want to know. Like I said, high school is a hurdle to college. Not that guys are clamoring to ask me out, but everyone assumes Alonzo is my boyfriend, which is fine by me. With his dark, wavy hair and hazel eyes, he’s cute enough for me to be proud to be seen with him but not so cute that he looks like he’s out of my league. I’m invisible but not geeky. Some might say my look leans toward goth because I have dark hair like Uma Thurman in Pulp Fiction and wear dark eyeliner. And, yes, I’m an aficionado of ’90s movies. It’s my thing. Anyway, I’m somewhere in the middle socially, taller than average, and not goth.

“You should totally join the AP Club too!” I say to Alonzo. “You read the same books as me and you’re so insightful.”

“I don’t have time,” Alonzo says, and his lips press together.

“Course you do.” I stop walking for emphasis. “Talk to Miss Halden. Arrange it in your schedule. It’s a club, so you don’t have to attend every session. And I can grab extra handouts. Take good notes when you’re not there. Deal?”

“I’m sure my dad won’t let me join the club,” Alonzo says, crossing his arms and widening his stance.

Is Alonzo angry with me right now? I can’t tell but I need to convince him to attend. “Explain to your dad this is important.” I tuck my hair behind my ear, realize that I’ve done it again, and drop my hand.

“It’s not that simple.”

“All I’m saying is you should go.” I can tell I’m worming into his brain. He’ll end up going.

We’re standing in the lunch line, surrounded by a blur of students. It’s like we occupy our own space. A space where we don’t have to answer to anyone else’s norms. Alonzo and I have each other’s backs. He gets me, understands my vocabulary, and doesn’t judge me for being a bit on the edgy side. I have his back, and I can be seriously persuasive. At the beginning of the school year, in US History, our classmates chose debate topics. Jax Lourde, a big-deal basketball player, chose whether Title IX has achieved equity for females in sports. My hand shot up as I volunteered to debate him.

At one point during the debate, I challenged Jax. “You’ve probably told one of your teammates he throws like a girl. Let’s take our best female basketball player and set up a free-throw competition between her and you. Then, we’ll see who throws like a girl.” Some of our social studies students applauded and called out that Jax missed free throws all the time. And some gasped, like I said something I shouldn’t have. I say it like I see it. Then, after school, Alonzo told me he was impressed that I didn’t back down against a guy like Jax.

There are topics that Alonzo and I never touch, such as where we live. I don’t describe my family’s five-bedroom, four-bathroom house, which makes no sense for a family of three. The last time we used a guest room was when Obama was president. I don’t tell him we have a housekeeper who prepares dinner every weeknight.

I’m pretty sure our lives are very different. Those differences are what I like most about Alonzo. He keeps me in line, tells me I’m being bougie when I need to hear it. In my neighborhood, everyone seems the same, living by the same boring, social rules, saying “Good morning” to each other when we don’t mean it. Being Alonzo’s friend keeps me grounded and worldly at the same time.

We find a table, and he picks up a plastic fork to start eating and I open my lunch bag.

“No note from your mom?” Alonzo asks.

I can’t tell if he’s being sarcastic. I don’t tell him our housekeeper makes my lunch for me. “Actually, a note from my mom sounds pretty great,” I say, gazing toward my sandwich. I don’t tell him that I see our housekeeper more than my mom these days and swallow the lonely lump that clogs my throat.

Alonzo pulls a frayed, folded note from his wallet. “This is a note from my papá—my dad. He gave it to me the first day of school. Said, ‘This should last you the whole year.’” Alonzo doesn’t open the note and read it to me. Instead, he carefully slides it back into his wallet.

Both my parents work, so Maria, our housekeeper, is always there when I get home in the afternoon, if I’m not attending an insipid club meeting. After school, when I walk in the door, I’ll hear Maria singing in Spanish, which I love. I wish she would keep singing but she stops when she hears me climb the stairs to my bedroom. I know she has work to do but I’m always eager to set my backpack in my bedroom, put on slippers, and head to where she is to tell her about my day and ask her to quiz me on my Spanish.

I take another bite of my sandwich, which is roast beef, lettuce, and mustard on a ciabatta, and Alonzo and I silently eat for a moment, people watching and deep in our own thoughts.

Alonzo wipes his hands on a napkin, pulls his leather-bound journal from his backpack, and places it carefully on our lunch table. I notice a couple of boys sitting a few feet from us at another table. He flips to a page marked with a silky red ribbon and smooths out his neatly combed hair. “I wrote this poem. I researched Cesar Chavez and when I searched for his last name, the boxer, Julio Chávez, came up before a civil rights activist. Can you believe that? Cesar comes before Julio—C before J. What does that say about society’s values, ya know?”

I should agree with Alonzo, but I don’t know much about Cesar Chavez. I’m not as passionate for social justice as he is, but I am interested. I make a mental note to look up Chavez to learn more and listen as Alonzo reads his poem:

Taking Ghandi and King’s advice,
demanding higher wages more than twice.
Fighting a war so far away and
fighting a war in the US of A.



Alonzo’s voice is sharp as a knife yet quietly calm, like a peaceful protest. I glance toward the guys sitting nearby hoping they haven’t heard Alonzo. I still get glares from the entire basketball team for debating Jax in US History and that was five months ago. We don’t need more shade directed toward us.

“I’m curious. What is meant by fighting a war far away?”

“Chavez served in the US military.” Alonzo bores his hazel eyes into mine. “In a segregated regiment.” His stare lingers a little longer than is comfortable for both of us, and I finally look away. It’s times like these that make me afraid I’ll say something ignorant and lose him as a friend. My only real friend.

“Five minutes before class,” I say. I’m grateful for chewing and not risking saying something that’ll push us further apart. We pack up, and I remind Alonzo to figure out his schedule so we can attend the AP Club together. “I’ll be mad at you if I have to go alone.”








  
  

Chapter 4
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Alonzo Hernandez





As I enter the kitchen, I replay what I said to Adele about Papá not letting me attend the advanced placement club. Maybe if I talk to Mama first, it’ll help convince Papá. Maybe if I get Papá to agree to the AP Club, I’ll get him to agree to an AP class. 

I slip on an apron to help Mama prepare tamales and burritos she sells in some of the neighborhoods. These burritos and tamales supplement her housecleaning income and are also a source of pride for her.

“Mama, I want to join an advanced placement club after school starting next week. In May, I could take the Language and Composition exam and possibly earn college credit.” I pause to give her time to ask questions, which she doesn’t. “I’ll need to cut back a little on my hours at the Sudsy Auto.”

She looks up from her task and I watch skepticism swipe across her face. She weakly smiles, wipes her hands on her apron, and lightly presses her hands on my cheeks. “Mi amado hijo. I’ll ask your father, and we’ll see.”

My hope shifts into doubt in two seconds. Why bother? Papá’s mind is made up and nobody will change that, not even Mama. I don’t tell her that my friend Adele will go ballistic if I can’t attend. The opposing pressures of family versus friends and college squeeze my chest.

As I spread the masa onto the corn husks and pass the husk to Mama so she can tuck the remaining ingredients into it, I know I’m going to have to lie to my parents about this too. I already forged Papá’s signature on my registration form. Just like registering for AP Lit for next year, I want to attend AP Club more than being honest with my parents. Sometimes, I picture turning eighteen, moving out, and making my own decisions about my future. If I did that, though, I would risk going against my parents. I glance toward Mama as I spread masa onto another corn husk. Papá, Mama, and my brother are most important. Having to choose between my family and going to college is like King Solomon threatening to tear the baby in half.

If I don’t attend the AP Club, then I fall behind my classmates. I need to keep up. So, I start making plans to tell my boss I need Tuesdays and Thursdays off and to ask if I can work extra hours on the weekend. I also make plans to ask Miss Halden if I can stay at school to make it look like I’m going to work right after school. Doubts clamber for space in my stomach. I hope Mama doesn’t see the lies in my averted eyes when I lean in to kiss her on her cheek and tell her, “Buenas noches.”

I’m lying in bed feeling the crush of deceit, my future, and my family. Having to share a room with my younger brother, Bennie, who is asleep by 8:30, means it’s lights out for me too even when I’m not tired. At least I can read under my covers thanks to my tía, who gave me a reading light that attaches to my books.

Books are my escape and I’m reading Great Expectations. Pip wants to improve himself, be rich, and have the pretty girl. Unlike Pip wanting an inheritance, I’m going to earn my way. Be successful on my own. I work at the Sudsy Auto car wash, and my manager schedules me as many hours as he can and gives me time off when I need it for school. Adele saw me at the car wash one time, and I realized she just doesn’t get what it means to work. Really work. She wanted to talk to me. My manager pays me to do a job, not stand around. A few times, she’s made comments about poor people getting handouts and I know she doesn’t mean to be ignorant. She doesn’t realize the irony that she gets handouts from her parents all the time instead of earning her own spending money with a part-time job.

When I graduate, working at Papá’s auto-parts store is a decent offer, except I’ve never cared about carburetors or catalytic converters. I care about Cather and Capote and all the authors I haven’t read yet.

Papá’s note to me, which I keep with me every day in my wallet, includes Dr. King’s advice to “do your job well.” I like that Papá tells us to honor the Hernandez name every day, but he wants me to be a different Hernandez than I want to be.

I don’t know how to get him to listen.


      [image: ]I meet Adele near the junior parking lot fifteen minutes before the first period bell rings.

We walk up the gentle curve of the sidewalk toward the back entrance. “Pretty soon, we’ll know who the National Merit Scholar qualifiers are!” Adele’s blue eyes sparkle with excitement.

“I hope we both get it.” I mean this.

When I took the PSAT in October, it made college feel real. I didn’t tell my parents about the exam, which wasn’t exactly a lie. To make myself feel better, I thought about Cesar Chavez and how he stood for better conditions for migrant workers. I’m standing up for better conditions for myself.

Last December, Miss Halden asked me to stay after class. At the time, I was earning a B minus, and I thought she was going to scold me for not “living up to my potential.” Instead, she was beaming. “Your PSAT scores are off the charts!” I didn’t get why it was such a big deal. She said, “You’re a likely candidate to be a National Merit Scholar!”

I researched this and now know it means scholarships and college invitations. Whenever I think about college, my brain is like, Yes, I can. No, I can’t. Back and forth like that. I’m amazed by the surge of a PSAT score, like the wave that’s heading into shore, like it’s pushing me. Telling me anything is possible. Then, I think about the pull of family, like the wave that’s receding. I don’t know. Maybe family is what keeps us afloat. And not being able to share my happiness about my PSAT score with them feels like I’m drifting further and further away from them.

Today, it’s an unusually warm February day, so Adele and I sit on a concrete bench near the back entrance waiting for the five-minute bell to ring.

Adele asks, “Are you joining the AP club?”

She’s the most impatient person I know, and she pressures me even when it’s obviously annoying. I ignore the flip-flop in my stomach and fake a smile. “I think I can make it work.” Saying this out loud makes lying to my parents real.

Adele squeals and two students standing nearby glare at us. “You are so going to earn a five on the AP exam. I just know it,” she says as we head into the building.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” I laugh and swat her on the arm. I don’t tell her I’m risking getting caught in a lie every Tuesday and Thursday.

As we walk up to Miss Halden’s room, I see a few cheerleaders standing nearby. One cheerleader—I’m pretty sure her name is Emma—is looking at the AP Club flyer. The club could be an interesting mix of students. A cheerleader doesn’t seem like the kind of student who would join, though she’d probably say the same about me. Lying to my parents almost seems worth it to see who shows up for the club.


      [image: ]Miss Halden is telling us about the AP Club, and Emma, who sits next to me, asks, “Could you repeat the question, Miss Halden?”

“I didn’t ask you a question,” Miss Halden says. “I said, ‘I hope you’ve seen the flyers hung around the school, including you, Emma.’”

“I haven’t seen them,” Emma says.

Why is Miss Halden focusing on Emma? And why did Emma just lie? A wave of relief washes over me. All teenagers lie. Maybe what I’m doing is normal and not as bad as I think.

After her AP Club announcement, Miss Halden passes back our timed free-writes on Frederick Douglass’s quotation: “I prefer to be true to myself, even at the hazard of incurring the ridicule of others, rather than to be false, and to incur my own abhorrence.” That quotation was what I needed this week.

I lift my essay off my desk and see that it’s another A. Every A is proof that lying is the right thing. Emma’s essay rests on her desk face down. She curls up the corner to peek at her grade, which is also an A.

During class, many of us take turns reading Douglass’s memoir. Some students are nervous reading aloud, but I volunteer every time. Hearing Frederick Douglass’s words churning inside my head is like he’s speaking directly to me.

At the end of class, we pack up our memoirs and binders. I overhear a conversation between Emma and another girl.

The other girl says, “I got a C on my essay. What’d you get?”

“About the same,” Emma says.

Again, with the lies.

The girl asks, “Are you joining the AP Club?”

Emma asks, “Are you?”

“No way.”

I guess I’ll see on Tuesday who shows up.








  
  

Chapter 5
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Jax Lourde





It’s Monday, at 6:30 in the morning, and I’m in the principal’s office, concealing my yawn. I’m sitting between my parents who split two years ago. Dad’s knee is bouncing faster than I can dribble a ball and Mom’s face is Chicago Bulls red. Dad just told Mom to shut up and let him handle this. Mom wants me to be “held accountable for breaking a rule.” Her words. Dad wants me to play basketball and get a full-ride college scholarship. 

“There must be exceptions to the rules,” Dad says to Mr. Pency. “The basketball team could win the state championship this year. You want to get in the way of that?”

Last Tuesday, Raleigh, Nick, and I were caught with a dab pen in Raleigh’s car in the parking lot during lunch, and our campus narc, Joey—Mr. Buccio, if we’re talking to him—came out from behind a Ford Taurus parked next to us. How did we miss his obnoxious aftershave? It lingers in the hallways and always tips us off when he’s nearby.

It was as if he’d been waiting for us to start dabbin’. For the record? Technically, I didn’t dab. But Joey hates all athletes and I’m no exception. He’s not the brightest bulb on the Christmas tree, but he’s smart enough to have memorized all our cars and class schedules and stalks us like Dog the Bounty Hunter. I guess his stalker skills paid off. I suppose Joey—Mr. Buccio’s—hatred is justified because my friends and I have broken a few rules in our high school career, which stacks the odds against us.

“Isn’t that what teenagers are s’posed to do? Break rules?” I’d said this to Raleigh and Nick just before we climbed into Raleigh’s car. I wonder if Joey heard me.

When my dad learned about a suspension, he immediately called Mr. Pency and threatened to get a lawyer. Mr. Pency agreed to meet with my parents and me to discuss “possible disciplinary actions.” Dad’s words.

My suspension was put on hold, which is unusual. I guess it was because Joey didn’t see me dab, and I was just in Raleigh’s car. Dad was out of town last week, so here we are in the principal’s office—the last place I want to be, especially wedged between my parents.

Inspired by Dad’s presence, I chime in. “I hope no one gets the wrong idea. I didn’t smoke pot but… was with people who did.” God, I’m throwing Raleigh and Nick under the bus to save my butt. “I’m an athlete. But my friends,” I say, trying to backpedal on my comment about Nick and Raleigh, “sometimes… rarely just need to escape.” I cock my head at a pitiful angle hoping to help my bros.

“Don’t we all need to escape, Mr. Lourde. Don’t we all.” Mr. Pency sighs as his steepled fingers push his lower lip into a frown.

I picture Mr. Pency smoking pot to relax and bow my head to hide my smirk. I feel Dad’s hand on my knee as he continues. “My son has never been disciplined for smoking pot or dapping—whatever you kids call it.”

“It’s dabbing, Dad.”

“Whatever. Besides, Mr. Pency, as we discussed over the phone last Tuesday, your campus supervisor, Mr. Buccio, has no proof that my son participated in—what’d you call it—dabbing?”

I nod.

“He was sitting in the car! Surely you don’t have rules against sitting in a car!”

Dad might be taking this too far. Athletes aren’t supposed to be around any alcohol or drugs, so there are rules.

“My son didn’t dab! Isn’t there some leniency?”

Last Tuesday, I should’ve thought to challenge the lack of evidence. Nick was holding the dab pen. Not me. Not Raleigh, either.

Mr. Pency’s unibrow scrunches. He looks toward the ceiling, and I know he’s picturing my discipline file. It’s as thick as my bicep. My dad doesn’t know all I’ve done: several harassment infractions, including breaking someone’s glasses. What can I say? I’m an assertive guy. Mom usually gets the phone calls from Mr. Pency. She made me wash her car every other Saturday for two months to cover the cost of repairing the freshman’s glasses.

Feeling my basketball goals slipping away, I jump in. “Is there something I could do instead of being suspended? Community service, maybe?”

Mr. Pency’s eyebrows twitch as he considers my proposal. Then, he places a hand on his mouse to wake up his computer.

My parents and I watch him, sitting silently.

“I see that you have a D in AP Lang and Comp, Mr. Lourde.” Mr. Pency turns to Mom and asks, “Are you able to get Jax to school on Tuesday and Thursday evenings for AP Club sessions?”

“Of course!” Mom says a little too eagerly. She turns to Dad. “He’s with you every other week. Are you able to make sure Jax gets to these sessions?”

“We’ll make it work. Jax has his own car. He can manage,” Dad says, slapping his hands against his knees with the finality of a judge’s gavel.

What’s this AP Club that my parents have agreed to and how will I explain it to my friends and teammates? AP Club sounds like something geeks join. And sessions, like more than one?

Dad continues. “So this means my son can attend basketball practice and be eligible to play in games?”

Mr. Pency gets up from his desk, hinting that the meeting’s over, and pats Dad’s shoulder as if they’re old college buddies. “Your son will play in Friday’s game provided he attends the AP Club starting tomorrow and brings his AP Lang grade up to a C. We’ll see how that goes and then decide from there.”

Bring my grade up to a C in Lang and Comp by Friday? Doubtful.

As we leave Mr. Pency’s office, I have a vague recollection… a flyer in the hallway with Miss Halden’s name. I better take a closer look.


      [image: ]At the beginning of lunch, I sit in my car, open my laptop, and get on the school’s Wi-Fi. I see Joey approaching.

“Seriously!” I yell inside my car; then open my car window and holler, “Joey! I’m on my laptop. Just my laptop. Come see for yourself.” I can’t believe I’m provoking him. Maybe Dad’s appeal makes me cocky. Maybe I’m just really stupid.

Joey approaches my open window and peers inside. “It’s Mr. Buccio. Got it? Mr. Buccio. Not Joey.” I can tell he’s sniffing for something. He’s not gonna smell anything, other than my sweaty basketball clothes I forgot to take in the house last night. I turn my laptop screen so he can see I’m checking my grades.

“Okay,” Joey—Mr. Buccio—says, and he backs away, kind of bow-legged, like he’s at the O.K. Corral, still gazing into my car looking for trouble.

I open my school email and write a message to Mr. Johnson, though I don’t know why I bother. Mr. Johnson is a strict, no-late-work dictator. At least email is better than facing him.

I return to the commons to look for Raleigh and Nick. I’m pretty sure they’re still salty. Who can blame them? I talked them into parking on campus to dab so we wouldn’t be late to fourth period. Nick had the dab pen in his glove box. We all got caught up in the moment.

Both Raleigh and Nick had their three-day suspensions. Nick answered a bunch of drug and alcohol questions and then went to some kind of Saturday classes. At least Raleigh wasn’t kicked off the team, though he didn’t get to play in last Friday’s game. Athletes can’t compete if we miss school and practice. Then, there’s me. I didn’t get a suspension. I still don’t know how Mr. Pency convinced Coach Greenlief to let me play but I’m pretty sure my dad had something to do with it. We almost lost the game, but thanks to my three-pointers and free throws, we pulled out in front by one point.

I see Raleigh and Nick in the far corner of the commons just as the fourth-period bell rings and decide not to catch up to them, afraid to find out we’re not friends anymore. I’ll let them cool off for a few days.
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