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 Teen Angst

 


She flicked her
hair and looked my way. Was she looking at me? Or past me? Or not
even looking? How many times do we look but not see? The brain
instantly dismisses anything that is not relevant.

I shoved my
hands deep into my trousers pockets and circled the toe of my shoe
in the dirt. One flap of my shirt front was untucked. Did she like
a guy with his shirt tucked in or left out? Does she think less of
a guy who can’t make up his mind?

What would she
ever see in me? I was just the guy who could explain your homework
or fix your computer. I wasn’t the guy who threw a pigskin twenty
yards for a touchdown. Did that make me any less?

In the eyes of
everyone at high school – students and teachers alike – yes.

What did I
have going for me? What did I have that would appeal to any
girl?

 


She’s coming
my way. Is that smile for me? I daren’t look behind to see who
might be there because I’d just make a fool of myself. My throat’s
dry. Only one part of me is not shaking and I have no control over
that particular movement.

I’ll act cool.
I’ll pretend she’s not looking at me and if she does, I’ll try not
to act surprised.

She waves –
she’s almost at me. I casually take one hand out of my pocket and
raise it to my nose. I put my index finger to my glasses, even
though they’re not sliding down, and push them back up the bridge
of my nose.

She doesn’t
stop; doesn’t look. She wafts past and her perfume intoxicates me.
For the barest moment, I am a statue that could be blown over by
the tiniest breath of air.

My heart,
hopes and physiological responses drop until they’re crushed by my
shoes on the asphalt. But I haven’t made a fool of myself. I’m not
the laughing stock of high school. For today, that’s good
enough.
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 I Arkst You a
Question

 


“Hey.”

The finger
poked me sharply in the back. I ignored it, concentrating on the
problem written on the whiteboard at the front of the room.

“Hey. You
gonna do my homework?”

The finger
jabbed harder, finding that tender spot between what little muscle
was there and my spine. Nick Dumbarse – jock, girl magnet and
complete moron. Probably the dumbest guy in school, he got by on
his looks, his ability to charm teachers and the sporting trophies
he’d won for the school.

Again, I
ignored him.

“Hey, Four
Eyes.”

Loud enough
for the entire class to hear, the teacher didn’t bat an eyelid.

“I arkst you a
question.”

I opened my
hand and slammed my pen down onto the desk. I stood up, kicking my
chair back in the process, pushed my glasses up my nose with a
forefinger and turned around to face the biggest guy in the grade.
The silence was deafening. Even the whiteboard marker ceased its
squeaking.

“You can’t
arks questions. You can’t arks anything. Arks
in not a real word. The word is ask, you moron.
Ask!”

 


I woke up in
hospital. I don’t even know if I’d seen the fist coming. All I knew
was that my nose ached and I couldn’t breathe through it, my face
felt puffy and my vision was blurred. I turned my head. There was
some sort of table beside me. I reached for the familiar blurry
frames on it and attempted to put them on. One lens was missing,
the other cracked. One side slid to sit behind my ear while the
other stuck straight up through my hair.

Whatever
happened to, ‘You shouldn’t hit a man with glasses’, I
wondered.

A few minutes
later, my parents arrived. Mum eased the mangle of frames off me
and put my spares in my hand. Dad stood there like he’d seen it all
before, hands in his pockets. He removed one hand, pushed his
glasses up his nose and returned his hand to his pocket. I couldn’t
help wonder what member of the Dumbarse Family had tormented him at
school.

 


The following
day, the swelling had gone down but the bruising remained. There
were second, third and probably fourth looks in the schoolyard,
hallways and at the lockers. I hadn’t even reached my first class
when Miss Courtenay, the school counsellor, stopped me.

“Let’s have a
little talk before class,” she smiled.

“But I’ll be
late –”

“Mr Collier
won’t mind.”

He hadn’t
seemed to mind when Nick Dumbarse hit me so I doubted he’d mind if
I were late or if I even turned up at all.

The bell rang
and the hallway emptied as I followed Miss Courtenay to the
principal’s office. She knocked on the partly open door and poked
her head inside.

“I’ve got
Ryan.”

“Bring him
in,” the Principal said.

Miss Courtenay
opened the door fully and indicated that I enter. The Principal sat
behind his desk. To one side was Mr Burnside, my homeroom teacher.
Miss Courtenay indicated I take the chair in front of the desk and
seated herself on the other side of the Principal.

I sat,
wondering who was going to speak first because it wasn’t going to
be me.

The Principal
cleared his throat. “How are you, Ryan. The umm…” He lifted one
hand, pointing and waving a finger in the general direction of my
face.

“It’s okay,” I
answered.

“Right… good…
Now…” He cleared his throat again. “Fighting is a very serious
matter.”

I didn’t
remember it as being a fight.

“The school
does not condone violence of any sort.”

Miss Courtenay
and Mr Burnside were nodding their heads slowly.

“Am I in
trouble?”

Mr Burnside
took over, ignoring my question completely. “You and Nick Dunstan
have had numerous disagreements over the past few years.”

“We were
wondering if some mediation might be in order,” Miss Courtenay
chipped in. “Would you like the chance to sit down and mediate with
Nick?” Her eyebrows raised and she smiled like this was a done
deal.

“I don’t think
so,” I shook my head.

“We think it’s
a good idea.”

“No. He hit
me. He put me in hospital and you want me to sit down and mediate
with him. No.”

“That’s hardly
a healthy attitude, young man,” the Principal warned me.

“Nick’s
already agreed,” Mr Burnside added.

So now I was
going to be the bad guy if I didn’t agree. I threw my hands up in
defeat. “Whatever.”

 


The following
morning, we were in Miss Courtenay’s office. “A more relaxing
environment,” I was told. “Less formal than the Principal’s
office.”

More
convenient too, as the Principal had washed his hands of the matter
and wasn’t even there.

So there we
were: Miss Courtenay, Mr Burnside, Nick Dumbarse with Dumbarse
Senior – okay, maybe I was overreacting; I didn’t actually know
which gene pool Nick inherited from and I reserved judgement – and
me. No one had bothered to tell me we could bring a parent or I
would have had one simply to even up the numbers.

“Can we get on
with this? I’m a busy man,” Mr Dunstan grumbled.

“Of course,”
Mr Burnside indicated we all take seats.

“Before we
begin, Nick has got something he’d like to say,” Mr Dunstan
announced.

Nick reached
below the table. Lifting his hand again, he unfolded a piece of
paper, looked at it briefly – his mouth moving – looked at Mr
Burnside, then at me.

“I would like
to apologise for…” His eyes darted back to the paper and he found
his place. “Hitting you…”

Someone had
written him a speech because it looked like he’d never seen it
before let alone read it or written it.

“It was wrong
of me. I over… overreached…” He squinted at the paper.
“Overreacted. I hope you can forget –”

He turned
sharply and glared at his dad for a moment, his mouth still moving
but no words coming out. His dad glared back and Nick returned his
attention to the paper, quickly reading through to see where he was
up to.
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