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Mangus knew sixth grade meant he was a man now. Sure, his dick was still completely hairless, he’d never seen any boobs, not even his mom or grandma’s, and he still wasn’t allowed to make hot chocolate by himself, but, basically, technically, like, according to society and stuff, he was a man. 

“Who the fuck said that??” Mangus’ hating ass older brother DeMarcus inquired as tears built up in Mangus’ eyes, try as he might to appear like DeMarcus couldn’t break his spirit. Which was a whole lie. All DeMarcus had to do was bring up how Mangus got a little bit molested by one of those Chuck E. Cheese animatronic band players once, and Mangus was a pile of liquid shit on the floor. 

Mangus bigged up his lil chest and breathed in deep. He wasn’t gonna let DeMarcus get to him. Though totally he had and felt like crying for twenty million hours?? So. 

“Says society!”

“Nigga, spell society.” 

“Ses..”

“What?!” 

Mangus just ran away to his room. He was tired of DeMarcus being a hater every damn day. Like, didn’t he get tired? He must, because he was in a wheelchair. His legs must be tired. Or maybe it was because how he was paralyzed in that car accident caused by their very cool, but also deeply alcoholic Uncle Rick. Who was also dead now. He was still cool, though - they buried him in a leather jacket and his uggs. 

Mangus wasn’t going to let DeMarcus, paralyzed from the waist down because of hater-karma, take away his joy, his excitement over starting, finally, middle school gang gang! The big leagues. Elementary school was such a shitty nothing of a thing. Just this black void space-filler between being a useless poop machine, and MANHOOD. 

“I think I have a pubic hair now,” Mangus relayed over the phone to his best friend from growing up, Tyreek. 

Tyreek was famous in their town for being burned. When Tyreek was 8, his stepdad set their entire family aflame because the much-beloved, critically praised, deeply iconic, not at all maligned Grey’s Anatomy spin-off Private Practice was cancelled. Tyreek was the only survivor. Mangus was super-jealous of Tyreek’s fame, but Tyreek always assured him fame was not as lit as it seemed. “It’s weird to be having pussy thrown at you when you just got old enough to realize it doesn’t make sense for a fairy to pay for small discarded bones from a child’s skull. And like, how is this fairy carrying this money around. Do fairies even deal in human currency???” 

“Dude, gross,” Tyreek’s voice crackled over the phone. He even sounded burned. Well, more toasted really.

“Do you have any pubes yet?” Magnus inquired normally of his friend.

Tyreek sighed and the phone nearly sparked, “Let me check.” There was a subsequent lengthy pause. Magnus forgot his friend’s body was considerably more complicated than the normal boy body. He had a lot more, let’s say, terrain to navigate. 

After a good forty-five minutes, Tyreek returned to the phone.

“Nah.”

Magnus attempted to consider a thoughtful response.

“Um.. Do you think that’s more to do with you being burned, or you being eleven?” 

Magnus heard a crispy shrug on the other end.

He nodded.

Forgetting he wasn’t a sizzled char of a boy like his bff, and his nod likely did not produce the sound of brush fire crackling among California Redwood, he said to his friend, “Dude, I nodded.”

“Cool.” 
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Indeed, Mangus was cool. A cool middle school big boy now. He had a locker! In elementary school there was just cubbies. Cubbies. And in Mangus’ shitty elementary school, which was built above an underground prison and much of the staff consisted of its...inhabitants, you didn’t even get a full cubby box. They were cut into halves with cardboard slices and you could barely fit your lunchbox filled with fucking tuna salad because your mom is a cheap, musty-souled piece of shit.

But now it was middle school, and Mangus’ life could finally begin! 

“You see this shit??” Tyreek demanded, shoving his class schedule in Mangus’ face as they stood at the bus stop to Heaven, where fame, fortune, and most importantly real-life lockers awaited them on the other side. Not fucking cubby holes, cut in half. And Mr. X sometimes rents them out to his fellow inmates to store their butthole drugs!

Mangus pulled his park bathroom window thick frames out of the titty pocket of his hand-me-down (from DeMarcus’ ugly ass), too-tight, and yellowed under the arms Sean John polo, “See what?” 

Tyreek jabbed at something in the upper right corner of the paper.

“PC,” it read.

Mangus looked at him with two fucking magnifying lens dangling off his eyeballs, and shrugged a question mark.

“You know what the fuck that means?” Tyreek’s crispy lips were bleeding. Mangus made a mental note to maybe try to find cooler, less burned friends once they got over to Cool School.

Mangus shook his head, “PC? No, what?”

Tyreek’s toasted eyeballs looked more inflamed than usual, “My ugly ass cousin looked at my schedule this morning cuz I told him I got the smart classes and he aint believe me cuz he think my brain got burned.” 

Magnus looked at him. “Didn’t it?” 

“Nah, my skull protected it. Just the skull got burned.” 

“That’s good.” 

Tyreek nodded and a piece of his scalp floated away like a dandelion thing.

“So my dirty ass cousin lookin’ at my schedule and shit, and he start cracking up. Droolin’ and shit.” 

“Why? Did he see that your full name is Tyreekasaurus van der Giraffe Williams?” 

“Nah, his name is literally Rice a Roni. His daddy Italian.”

Mangus nodded.

“This nigga laughin’-”

“I don’t know, actually,” Mangus interrupted. “I think maybe your name is worse?”

“Skip it,” Tyreek brushed off, secretly exploded inside. He knew. Shit. Of course! What the fuck is a Tyreekasaurus, goddammit??! “This nigga, who half related to Paul Giamatti, sittin up here laughin’ with his whole mouth open cuz apparently this ‘PC’ shit mean Principal’s Club.” 

Mangus shrugged his eyebrows.

Tyreek hit his broiled arm at Mangus’ Ellen DeGeneres-hued Jansport, “Look at your fucking shit.” 

“What is Principal’s Club?” Mangus asked nervously, as he retrieved his carefully folded schedule from the front pocket of his bag.

“My cousin’s musty, held back ass told me it mean we get molested.”

“What?” 

Tyreek sucked his perfectly fine teeth, unaffected by the flames, and in addition to his complete refusal to floss or even brush more than once a week, “This nigga said Principal’s Club for the geeks. We go up to the Principal office every Friday and have tea.”

Mangus, secretly ecstatic, now felt he would certainly die, spontaneously combust even, if he looked on his class schedule and PC was not on there. Tea with the boss? How luxurious!

And right there, up at the top in the right corner, it said PC.

Mangus almost shitted himself from pure relief, and much ecstasy. But clearly, Tyreek, if he was to shit himself over the news, it wouldn’t be an orgasm shit. It’d be one of those hard, dark, dry shits.

So Mangus fakely was like, “Aw, man! I got it, too!” 

Tyreek snatched the paper from his hands.

“Jesus!” he cried. “We finna be raped!”

“Where is this coming from..? Like where is your cousin even getting this from?” And why was Magnus still excited?? Tyreek seemed pretty sure about this molesting thing...

“My cousin said that’s what it was known for when he was there. Smart class kids had to be in Principal’s Club and they smart asses got molested!” 

Mangus was incredulous, “How does he know? Your cousin sounds like a hater-musty. Was he in PC?”

“He is a hater-musty, and no he was not. But PC, bro?” 

Mangus was guilty. PC was basically his bae at this point. PC and Mangus were like this. 

He shrugged, “Idk, Reek. If your cousin a hater-musty, can his hater-musty word even be trusted? Remember your possibly hater, def musty stepdad who burned y’all?” 

Tyreek nodded, “Yeah, Old’Navy Williams.” 

Mangus took a #ShookMinute, “I...did not recall that..being his name, but remember how he said he would never burn y’all?”

Tyreek nodded and smoke came out of his neck. And then, a revelation.

“So...” he considered. “You think Rice a Roni fibbin’ bout Molested Club?”

“Um, yeah! He sounds like a freakin hater! Like how everyone say Woody Allen fuck kids cuz they mad Hannah and Her Sisters shits on their entire life!”

“Bro..”
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Mangus and Tyreek had forgotten all about Principal’s Club, though, once they actually arrived to school and were immediately smacked in the face with its massive, overwhelming...underwhelmingness. It was, just, like, super-base.

The school itself looked hardly larger than their elementary. And it was much uglier. Their elementary school was a small brick building; could be called quaint. This school looked like an abandoned asbestos factory. Could not be called quaint. 

Inside was just...the color, of everything, the walls, floor, lockers, overhead lights...the color could only be described as murky. Like, just dirty ass mop water. It swallowed everything. And there was so much fucking dust. Just, layers. You could kick chunks of it from the floor as you walked. 

“Look at my fucking Nike slides, bro!” some guido stopped in his tracks to exclaim, so distraught he was just screaming to whoever in the void might want to listen. 

For some reason, Mangus and Tyreek felt truly sad for him, and then immediately depressed for feeling empathy for a guido. His name was probably John. They shuddered at how intensely bleak their lives had become in a manner of seconds. It was just like walking from psychotic Oz backwards to Dorothy’s shitty, dirty mop water ass Kansas-depression shack house head ass existence.

“I feel...sad,” Mangus sighed, tired. 

Some sort of bell had rung. Which, to a geek like Mangus, should have sent him sprinting. But he could only stand there in the ten inches of pure dust, and depreciate. He felt, literally, like he was actively devolving in the moment. His brow grew heavier, and large swaths of Burt Reynolds-thick hair sprouted upon his back. He hunched over and grunted. Possibly, he shit his capri jeggings. But not an orgasm shit. A hard, dark, dry one. 

All around them were zombies shuffling in no certain direction. Just a great mass moving only because they were still technically, physically alive. But in no other way. Just the blood ran, and muscles spasmed, but not much else.

Mangus knew shit was bleak when their elementary school bully Black Blackson approached them and asked if he could use one of their phones to call his mom so she could come get him. His tummy hurt he said. Black Blackson was nice up til second grade, then in 3rd grade, his dad started doing commercials for the HIV-prevention medication PrEP.

“I’m Lebron,” he’d say in the commercials, “and I take PrEP so I can get rawed by my various lovers, without worrying about contracting the HIV/AIDS virus. PrEP equals freedom, and a healthy, satisfied me.” He always carefully paused between healthy and satisfied, giving a gentle smile. He wasn’t a monster. He was a man, living his life, and being brave enough to enjoy it. Not even in an overindulgent way, the pause and smile suggested. But just in a normal and happy way, like you and me, like we deserve. 

Everyone started clowning Black after them commercials came out. Because you know what? Pretty much no one is normally or happily doing anything. And Black’s dad had AIDS, obviously. It was bad enough he was a Daughtry stan. 

“Explain the correlation!” eight year old Black had demanded when kids were raggin’ on his dad for having AIDS and jamming out to Daughtry. 

“And he does not have AIDS!” Black persisted, tears streaming. “The PrEP prevents him from contracting the virus that causes it!” 

But does PrEP prevent suicide? No. So after Lebron killed himself from getting clowned, Black went from the nice kid who wrote Neopets erotica on Tumblr, to a full-on bully. He was always bullying kids for looking like they “got AIDS”, which, to Black’s corrupted eyeballs, meant, basically, everyone. He was a nightmare, but maybe they shouldn’t have clowned him? He’s a Pisces, so. Maybe shouldn’t have kept going in after he bursted into tears that 38th time and asked to go to the nurse for a band-aid for his eyes but the teacher said no and told his “AIDS-ass” to stop asking him for shit. 

Prisoners prob shouldn’t be teachers. At least not the murder ones...

“Where your phone at?” Tyreek demanded of Black. Tyreek wasn’t scared of Black because he was burned. Oh your dad did a commercial for some sort of Emergen-C for AIDS tablets and killed himself because people dragged the grey contacts he wore whilst doing so? So what? Try being set on fire by a dude whose fave Kardashian is Brittny Gastineau. And also one time for real out of his mouth he said Justin Bobby made The Hills. Was he right? Dude, of course. But he shouldn’t even know what The Hills is, let alone be able to make, with so much pride and confidence, such a declaration. 

So Tyreek wasn’t scared of no goofy ass son of a suicide. He was only scared of one day turning into a man like his stepdad, a dude who wore a diamond earring on the hard part of his ear and it was a magnet earring and not diamond but shiny plastic and the earring fell out a lot because the magnet wasn’t strong enough..

“My mom took my phone for saying she look like Wendy Williams.”

“Do she?” Tyreek requested. 

Black nodded with depression.

“That’s rough, bro,” Magnus tried to communicate with the type of person who will thrash you if you accidentally step on his fresh out the box Dearfoams.

Black nodded, accepting Mangus’ condolences. 

“Look,” he sighed. His breath smelled like oatmeal. “I’m not gonna be a bully anymore. 1. Because we at the bottom again, so I can’t really pull that shit anymore, and 2. I got the smart kids classes, which means-”

“You got Principal’s Club,” Tyreek answered for him, and then they all just kinda stared at each other in this petrified silence because there was nothing to say, and they didn’t have the energy to scream. 

Eventually, a second bell rang. What did it all mean..?

“Yo, can I get that phone?” Black asked again of Tyreek.

Tyreek, who had a G-Wagon Handheld from the YMCA lost + found, declined.

“Nah.” 

Black nodded an acceptance. He reluctantly turned to Mangus, who has bangs.

Mangus carefully shook his head (so as not to disrupt the bangs), “My parents won’t let me have a phone because they don’t really care if I’m okay or alive or whatever and my dad said if a school shooting happens what is he supposed to do? Come down and pull the alarm??” 

“Right,” Black sighed. 

“I mean, he could - shit!” Tyreek said, enraged. He couldn’t stand dads. Even before the burning. His dad before his stepdad used to be a minister and used Vaseline to make grilled cheese. He was always talking about Jesus in a not at all vaguely sexual way, and he only wore Skechers. No, not just them ugly, clunky ass sneakers. The clothing line, too. Which they definitely have. Tyreek was glad when he got killed by one of his church members. Some guy who got mad because Tyreek’s dad wouldn’t let him play “Decode” by Paramore on the recorder in front of everyone. He legit played that mess at the funeral. He wasn’t sent to prison because he’s autistic and had a note from his doctor.

Mangus looked at his schedule, now covered in a smattering of black mold. “I guess we go to Homeroom..”

“What you got after?” Black requested, and there seemed to be an unfortunate, desperate amount of hope in his voice.

“Karate.” 

Black assessed his own schedule, “Mm. I aint got Karate til 9th period. I thought Smart Kids usually get the same schedule?”

“Karate is ‘gym’,” Tyreek explained. “Two gyms 6th grade Smart Kids can take. Period 1, and Period 9. Then the other non-smart class they put in there is McDonald’s. So if you get Period 1 ‘gym’, then you would get Period 9 McDonald’s, and vice versa. We might not all be in the same smart classes. Likely, any smart, Principal’s Club head ass dweebs who got P1 ‘Gym’ would be on the same schedule. It’s two schedules for Smart Classes. I got Karate period 9, too, so we prob on the same track. Lemme see your schedule.” Tyreek snatched Black’s schedule from his trembling hands.

“Yeah,” Tyreek went. “Pretty much. Cept,” then he snatched Mangus’ schedule, “We all got Mr. Sedaris History for Period 5. Maybe it’s only one Smart Kid History.” 

Black looked simultaneously disappointed and relieved. He’d prefer to have classes with a Mangus, but at least he knew Tyreek. There was comfort to be found; a familiar burned face. 

Mangus shared the emotional rollercoaster experience, feeling Russia-bleak depressed at having barely any classes with his best friend, but also feeling possibly excited to explore uncharted terrain as a sort of solo mission, Lewis sans Clark seeing shit-caked India for the first time or something. Horrific and terrifying and super bad, but hey, maybe he’d find a ruby or some shit. 

The excited part of Mangus immediately dried and crusted away after the sickening realization that he had first period gym settled upon him while in Homeroom raising his hand as a man with no arms and no legs, propped up in a contraption chair like some doll ripped apart by a pitbull, called his name for attendance. 

“Here,” Mangus answered weakly, depressed.

“Say PRESENT!” the torso screeched. He looked like a complete, limbless idiot. Still, Mangus feared he’d be beaten, so responded with a, still weak, “Present..” 

“JESUS!” the head and neck screeched as approval.

Fortunes further depreciated when Mangus reached his “Karate” class and it was literally just a regular classroom with like desks and shit. Not even in the gymnasium..

“Sit down!” the teacher barked at Mangus as soon as he entered the room, barely giving him time to adjust his eyes to the glaring fluorescent lights. The room was as if it were a dark storm brewing outside. But there was no storm. Just the usual, dull grey nothingness.

There were ten? students in the class about. Mangus waited for the rest to pile in after the final bell rang, but he should’ve known better. These were the Principal’s Club geeks. He’d been the “latest” one. 

Their teacher, who demanded they refer to him as “Karate Master Ken”, looked like, nearly exactly, a carbon copy with the addition of a few herpes abscess dents, Steve Buscemi. Almost entirely, Karate Master Ken looked like Steve Buscemi, except with a herpes plague on half of what possibly you might, if you were feeling generous, refer to as a face. If you were in a charitable mood, and afraid of being bitten. 
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