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      “Kathleen Patrick portrays humanity at its flawed worst and inspiring best.”

      From the best-selling author of Airmail: A Story of War in Poems and Mercy, comes I Can Run, But I Can’t Hide, a riveting story about the pressures of youth today to conform in a world filled with expectations.

      I Can Run, But I Can’t Hide explores the junior high environment of the mid-1980s. Jason Butler searches for acceptance, both from his peers and in his acceptance of a tragic event in his past. It is a journey into the sensitive areas of grief, guilt, and pride, and the roles they can play in a young man’s life.

      “Patrick’s voice will stay with you long after you read the last page.”
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      Everyone seems to have a favorite season of the year, well, that is if you live in a place that really has seasons, and Minnesota has four of them. I used to like fall back in Colorado, the colors changing in the mountains, the weather for wearing sweatshirts, and lots of late-season camping. My family likes to camp, and I think October campfires are the best in the world. Fall used to be my favorite, but now there are certain things I remember every year, and then it’s all different.

      I don’t like football. I’m pretty big for my age, so people think they’re going to draft me into the NFL or something. Ever since fourth grade, my hands have been big, and I just keep growing. I’m taller than most of my friends and built like a truck, my father says. He’s only five foot ten, and Mom’s five-five, and I end up hitting six feet and a hundred and seventy pounds in the eighth grade. About fifteen pounds heavier than Andrew was.

      Last year, on the first day of school, Cole, the football coach, was incredibly nice to me. I’d see him in the hall, and he’d ask me how everything was going, and if I had any questions he could help me with to let him know. Then he ended up being my homeroom teacher and asked me what position I played. Practice was starting the following week, and he was sure they had a place for me.

      I said, “I don’t play. I’m not interested in football. Thanks anyway.” You know, I wasn’t smart or anything. Just respectful. Well, from then on to Cole I was “What’s-your-name” or hey, kid” or “Wise guy.” You get the idea. I got twelve tardy slips the first month of school for coming into homeroom at the same time as the bell was ringing and at the same time as the rest of the class. Cole’s a real cave man with biceps for brains. I almost hate the guy.

      Anyway, on the first day of school, I had more trouble than I’d ever had in school before, you know, fights and stuff. This guy, Matt Wilson, was an eighth grader. He’s sort of skinny and has red hair. He always wore either football or hockey jerseys to school. The kind with padded shoulders so he looked bigger than he really was. He asked me the same question everyone else was. “What position do you play?”

      I answered the same way I had been all morning. “I’m not a football player. I’m not going out. I don’t care for the game, thanks.”

      Two seconds later, he was giving me crap about my clothes and my shoes. He pulled my field guide to dinosaurs out of my locker and called me a geek. Then he asked me if I played with myself in the lavatory during lunch too, and did I have my eye on anyone in particular because he wanted to make it clear that he wasn’t like that.

      I felt my face getting hot and my neck muscles getting tight. I wanted to hit him really bad. I wanted to haul off and slug the crap out of that guy.

      Then he said, “Hey, what do people call you, anyway? Up-Your-Butler? Yeah, that’s a good one. Hey, guys, meet the new pansy, Up-Your-Butler.”

      He turned then and yelled it down the hall. People were turning around. When he looked back toward me, I saw my fist traveling toward his face. I saw it hit hard, and his eyes closed and opened again. Blood started running from his nose as his fist came toward me. I blocked it. I was mad as hell, and I hit him again. I knew how; I really did. Then this guy came up and everybody scattered. Everybody but me and Matt Wilson. It was Mr. Weston, and I spent about an hour and a half of my first day at Carson Junior High in his office.

      That’s how I met the principal. He sat across the desk from me, his suitcoat off and shirt sleeves rolled up. “Jason Butler. You’re new here, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, sir.” I remembered to say sir and was a little embarrassed about the whole thing. I knew what was coming.

      “Well, I think I deserve an explanation.” He sounded calm, not like he was mad or anything. It made me relax a little. He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands, ready for the story.

      “There’s a lot to it, sir. I don’t know where to start.”

      “At the beginning.” He smiled. “I’m listening.”

      I was shaking and scared about really hitting that guy, and I wasn’t ready to live in this place. I hated it, and I wasn’t sure what to do about it.

      “We moved to Marano this summer . . . from Ashbury, Colorado. And, sorry, but this school is one big clique. Everyone around here is so busy acting cool and impressing each other. This morning, some random guy kicked and jammed my locker door shut. I’d never seen him before. Then two kids in first hour hid my backpack under the teacher’s desk, like little kids or something. I mean, I don’t even know these people. I don’t get what I’ve done to them.” It all made me so mad.

      “Being a new kid can be tough.” Weston nodded.

      “And about that Matt Wilson. He decided I had to be, you know, weird because I don’t play football. And my shoes weren’t cool enough or something . . . I don’t know. Normally I don’t fight. I don’t need to because I’m big and people think I should be strong. But I couldn’t help it. I felt like I couldn’t breathe, and I just hit him.”

      I sat there for a few minutes. I didn’t even know this guy, and I didn’t plan on telling him why I hit Matt Wilson today, why I hated this school already.

      Mr. Weston shuffled through some papers on his desk and pushed them aside. “You hit Matt Wilson . . . and?”

      “That’s all . . . then you came up.”

      “And that’s all there is to the story? No other reason you got so angry?” He leaned over his desk, looking straight at me.

      “Yes, sir. That’s it.”

      Mr. Weston took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “Okay, then. See, here’s the thing. You hit another student. Let’s hope his parents don’t make a big deal of it, but either way, you are facing a suspension. I’m choosing to make that an in-school suspension instead of one day out of school, and I’m going to spread it out over the next couple of weeks. Instead of going to homeroom with Mr. Cole, you will report here, to my office, and spend the time with me.” He gestured to the chair and table under the window in his office. “Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” I answered quietly.

      “Now homeroom is almost over, so get to your first hour class. I’ll see you tomorrow. Don’t get into any trouble between now and then. Got it?

      I nodded.

      

      Thursday

      Day 2

      I caught the bus at the bottom of our long driveway before it headed down Flannel Hill into a big neighborhood. There were a couple of empty seats, so I slid into one. Folks who got on after me looked at me, saw that they didn’t know me, and moved on. That was until Nick got on the bus. He sat down right next to me and introduced himself. “Hi, I’m Nick. You must be new here.”

      “Yeah, hello. I’m Jason Butler. I live up the hill.”

      “Welcome to paradise.” Nick smirked.

      That was the day I met him, and we’ve been friends ever since. The day went downhill from there, as I’ve said, and on Day 2, I found myself back in the front office asking the secretary to see Principal Weston. “I’m back here, come on in,” he shouted from the next room.

      Mr. Weston was behind his desk, with papers spread everywhere and a cup of coffee in his hand. “Good morning, Jason. Have a seat.” He motioned to the chair across from his desk, not the one at the desk in the corner.

      “Yes, sir.” I smiled and sat down across from him. Man, this wasn’t going to be easy.

      “So, yesterday you told me there wasn’t much to tell. Just that you punched a student in the face. A kid you didn’t know, and there wasn’t much more to it than that.” Mr. Weston took a sip of coffee. “I got Matt in here yesterday, and he admitted he gave you a hard time about a few things, including that you weren’t going out for the football team. So, are you going to tell me about it? The reason you got so angry? Was that true? There was nothing more to it?”

      “Yes. I mean no. Well . . . maybe there is more.” I shrugged.

      He leaned back in his chair then, sort of smiling. “Go on, I’m listening.” It was too quiet. I hate quiet.

      “My brother. He played football,” I paused, “eight years ago at Ashbury High. He was good too. It was a long time ago, but I’ve heard a lot about it since then, and I sort of remember it. He practiced all the time and was a good athlete. You know, football, basketball, track; every season he was doing something. Anyway, eight years ago, it’ll be eight years in three weeks, he played football.” I stopped and looked down at my feet.

      Mr. Weston laced his fingers together across his chest and said, “Then what?” He was smiling. And listening.

      “He was sixteen. A halfback. I don’t know much about the position. Like I said, I hate the game. Anyway, it was the first game of the year. I went with my mom and dad. They liked to watch the game, and I sat between them and ate popcorn and stuff. It was really warm out, and I just wore a sweater. I remember the sweater and everything. Green. With a little white design on it. A ski sweater. I didn’t pay attention during the game. I liked eating popcorn more than anything. Sometimes I’d look for my brother. Andrew. His name is Andrew. It was my game to look for his number, to follow it in and out of the crowd, you know, keep track of it.”

      I had to stop for a minute. I was sitting there, my foot tapping like crazy. Mr. Weston waited, not saying anything. “And . . . well, he was playing, and then I remember my mom saying, ‘Oh my God!’ My dad jumped up, trying to get out of the bleachers fast, leaning on people’s backs and stuff. He ran down toward the field, running fast, his hands in fists. I didn’t know what was going on.”

      I shifted my weight in the chair and cracked my knuckles. Looking out the window into the parking lot, I saw buses coming and going.

      “I started looking for his number forty-three, looking at everyone’s backs, and there was this one guy lying on the ground, and I couldn’t see his number, and I didn’t know if it was Andrew, and I couldn’t ask my mom because that was part of my game. I had to find him. I looked at all the players’ jerseys, and then they announced over the intercom that a doctor should come to the field. I kept looking.”  I swallowed hard. “Then Mom said, Oh, honey, it’s Andrew. My God, it’s Andrew.”

      “She started crying. God, do you know what I mean? He was out there on the ground, and my mom was crying, and there were men all around him. He wasn’t moving, and I knew it was him, and he wasn’t moving at all.”

      I stopped talking. My throat felt crowded and stiff. Sometimes it’s so hard to remember. My stomach felt terrible. Mr. Weston sat there with his hands folded and nodded at me, like I could go on. I wanted to, but it hurt to talk.

      

      The room was quiet for a while. The first bell rang, and there was noise in the hall, but Mr. Weston didn’t move.

      “Take your time; I’m listening, son.” He spoke softly, almost whispering.

      I knew the rest by heart. “Uh, then a blue and white ambulance drove onto the track in front of the bleachers. The red lights were circling and bouncing off the crowd and the locker room at the end of the field.”

      “My sister Jenny was sitting behind us with one of her friends. She and Mom and I watched them put him on this stretcher, really carefully, like he was glass or something, and they couldn’t break him, you know? Then, they turned on the ambulance sirens and drove away slowly. My dad went along with them while Mom and Jenny and I waited in the car behind the bleachers.”

      “Valerie was in junior high then and sitting with her friends. The announcer had to tell her to come to the car by the entrance gate to meet us. Then we went to the local hospital.”

      “I remember the game. As soon as he was off the field and they were loading him into the ambulance, the players started playing again. They started all of it again, and the cheerleaders jumped up and down and smiled and started cheering.”

      “He broke his neck. He was paralyzed and couldn’t move from the shoulders down. Later, at the hospital, I found out that he was a quadriplegic; his arms and legs didn’t work. He would never walk again.”

      “I see.” Mr. Weston was looking past me — at something far beyond the room.

      I’d never told anyone the whole story before. I couldn’t stop talking. “We didn’t know all that right away. It took a while, and no one actually told me about it, at least not straight out. I remember hearing my dad call all the relatives in the middle of the night and tell them it was very serious.”

      “Later that night, at the local hospital, I heard a doctor outside the waiting room tell Dad that Andrew would never walk again. My dad cried, and I didn’t know what to do. I was hiding behind the magazine rack in the lobby and trying to think of something to do, something I could do to help, but I was only a kid.”

      My hands were cold and sweaty. Mr. Weston sat still and looked at me. He was really listening. “Andrew had to be transferred to a bigger hospital in Denver that specialized in his kind of injury. After that, I had lots of babysitters. I didn’t go to kindergarten yet, so I had to stay at the neighbors during the day. Valerie, my oldest sister, picked me up after school. Mom stayed in Denver the whole time he was there; she slept in a chair right in Andrew’s hospital room. We drove there almost every other night. Sometimes Dad stayed there too. It was about an hour-and-a-half drive to the hospital, and I remember Dad was so quiet. He just stared at the road and kept both hands on the wheel.”

      “They had to sneak me into the hospital to see him; I was too young. I remember being scared that they’d catch me and put me in jail.”

      

      “Andrew was in this weird bed. They had metal things going right into his head. Now I know the prongs kept him in traction so his neck wouldn’t move, but I thought he looked a little like a monster at first, like Frankenstein or something. But once he smiled, I wasn’t afraid anymore.” My voice sort of cracked. “Andrew smiled almost right away.”

      

      “He was in the hospital for almost a year. He got to come home one night during that time, and I remember wanting to ask him to play with me, trucks or something, but he was really skinny and tired all the time. He looked around the house like he’d never seen it before, like he wanted to memorize it all. I remember feeling my stomach hurt.”

      “Mom went into the bathroom and cried when Dad sat him in his favorite TV chair in the living room. He took him out of his wheelchair and propped him in this chair with a bunch of pillows. Andrew’s  fingers were curled around rolled-up washcloths and then wrapped in cotton bandages. He couldn’t move his arms. Someone had to feed him, and scratch his face, and everything.”

      “He called me kiddo. He was propped up, sitting there, and I kept thinking he was going to fall over, but he’d smile and say, ‘Hey, kiddo, how’s it going’? When are you going to show me your trucks, huh? You’ve got some new trucks, don’t you?”

      “I showed him all my toys, and new trucks, and stuff. He could only look at them, but it was fun anyway. When he was finally back home, I realized how much I had missed him; I missed him being around. You know, playing with me.” I looked up at the clock and shifted in my chair.

      Mr. Weston leaned over his desk, like he had a secret. “Can I get you a Coke, Jason? The teachers’ lounge pop machine is broken. It’s free . . . on the house.”

      “Thanks,” I said. When he brought the drinks back, I thought maybe he’d say I could go back to class, but he said, “Please go on; tell me more.”

      Mr. Weston was easy to talk to, and I kept talking. “We never changed his room at all. It was like he’d just left for the ballgame. Mom left his Converse and Adidas tennis shoes lined up on the floor, and his basketball on the floor next to the bed. Everything just so. The bed was made, only because Andrew made it before he left for the game. He was neat. He did stuff like that, but if he hadn’t, I bet Mom wouldn’t have made it that entire year.”

      “While Andrew was in the hospital, he became the daily news story of the town. You know, the newspapers were always reporting how he was doing, and he was even on television. Andrew was really popular. He never gave up, so he was big news.”

      “When they interviewed him on the news, Andrew said he was going to walk again. I was watching it on the TV at home and remembering the time when I was hiding behind the magazine rack, and I overheard the doctor say he’d never walk again. I felt sick, but I couldn’t tell Andrew. I just couldn’t. Turns out he already knew; he just didn’t want to believe it.”

      “When he finally came home, the family had this big picture on the front page of our hometown newspaper; there were signs welcoming him home in store windows and stuff. Even on the movie theater marquee.”

      “I remember people in town would stop Mom and ask her how he was doing, and sometimes it was okay, but sometimes I could tell Mom was tired. I just wanted them to shut up and go away.”

      I looked up at the clock by the door. “That was a long time ago. He got lots better.” I looked right at Mr. Weston and relaxed a little. “I mean, he couldn’t move or anything, but he gained lots of weight back, and he learned how to move his arms a little using gravity and everything, and then he went to California to college. Andrew was always smart, and he had people there to take care of him. He learned how to program computers with these things on his hands so he could punch the keys. I was in school then. I used to write him letters. Whenever I turned on the TV and there was a football game on, my stomach sort of hurt.”

      I looked around and tapped my hands on my knees. “I don’t like it when people bug me about football; I’m better than I used to be, and my stomach doesn’t hurt much anymore, but I couldn’t take it when that jerk started bugging me. So, I hit him.”

      I could hear the wall clock ticking; it was so quiet in there.

      “I guess I’m not used to being someplace where nobody knows the story. In Ashbury, Andrew was a hero because he had courage and never gave up. I don’t feel like telling anybody about it, but I don’t feel like letting some no-mind call me names either.”

      Mr. Weston sat forward. “Speaking of courage, it took a lot for you to share that with me, Jason. And I’m pleased you did. It’s helpful to have the right perspective. I’m sure it’s a tough thing for you to talk about. And I understand why you’re angry with Matt, but violence is no way to solve anything. I think you know that.”

      I expected that. I mean, it’s his job and everything.

      “I think you’d better get to class. We can talk about this more later. I’m going to be out of the office tomorrow, but report here again. You can work at the desk in my office. I’ll see you after Labor Day.” He smiled.

      “Yes, sir.” I got up and walked out. I didn’t look back. I was still shaking, but the halls were empty, and I made a clean exit.

      

      Friday

      Day 3

      On Friday, I sat in the office and did homework. It was so much better than sitting in homeroom with Coach Cole. I got all my work done before the long weekend, which was kind of sweet. Teachers didn’t assign much homework over the weekend. Everyone wanted one last chance to get to the cabin or go camping. One last hoorah before the long year began.

      

      Tuesday

      Day 4

      My family found a state park with an opening, so we went camping for the weekend. On Tuesday, I was back in Mr. Weston’s office with a sunburn and more mosquito bites than I cared to count.  

      Mr. Weston had a bit of late summer color on his cheeks as well. “Hello, Jason. Did you have a nice weekend?”

      “Yes, thanks. You?”

      “Yeah, I caught a couple decent panfish and one large Northern Pike. It gave me bragging rights for the weekend, and with my family, that was worth it by itself.”

      Mr. Weston looked down at a notebook. “We left off with you telling me why you hit Matt Wilson.” I must have looked confused, because he smiled. “Oh, yeah. We weren’t actually done with that conversation. I think there’s a bit more to clear up, if you know what I mean.” He chuckled. “I was a guidance counselor before I became a principal. Lucky you, huh?”

      I shrugged and shook my head. The last thing I wanted to do was talk more about punching Matt Wilson.

      “Why don’t you want anyone here to know about your brother, Jason?” Mr. Weston leaned back in his chair and crossed his fingers together over his tie.

      “I don’t know. Maybe I’d like to be known as Jason Butler for a while, not Andrew’s little brother. I want to take care of myself, so please don’t tell anyone. Not even Mr. Cole. Especially not Coach Cole,” I said. “Besides, what about the guys that don’t want to play football and don’t have my reason? I mean, they have to deal with it too, don’t they?”

      Mr. Weston smiled. “Yeah, they sure do. Okay, I won’t say a word. I’m sorry about the kids who gave you trouble. Just remember to keep your cool. You’ll find friends; there are lots of good kids at Carson. Lots in your neighborhood, even. You live up near Flannel Hill, don’t you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s a pretty area out there. Now, you’d better get back to class before you miss another class period.”

      Maybe it would have been easier if Mr. Weston had told Coach Cole to lay off me, but I decided Cole wouldn’t bother me anymore.

      Mr. Weston is okay. Most guys when they hear about Andrew have to interrupt and tell me about some trick knee they got in football, and how it still bothers them, and how they know how you feel. That drives me crazy. Mr. Weston just listened. If it wasn’t for him, I probably would have flunked out of seventh grade and never been heard from again.

      

      Wednesday

      Day 5

      Mr. Weston had a meeting today, so I was left again to my own devices. It was sweet. I sat at the desk in the corner and drew pictures, doodling and feeling smug about not doing a darned thing. If Cole could see me now, I thought.

      

      Thursday

      Day 6

      There was a staff meeting before school today, and Mr. Weston came in a few minutes after the last bell. He sat down, pushed his pile of papers aside, and opened up his notebook. Or, should I say, his “Jason Butler” notebook. He looked across the desk at me. “You have Ms. Hardy for English?” I nodded. “She says they are looking for students for the school paper. Ever think about working on the newspaper?”

      I hesitated, then shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never thought about it.”

      “Well, think about it. You could meet some other kids, put yourself out there a bit.” He smiled and closed the notebook. That meant we were done, and I could leave.

      

      Friday

      Day 7

      On my last day of in-school suspension, Mr. Weston brought me a doughnut. Now, that’s what I’d call doing hard time. We talked about television shows and fishing. Where to find good campgrounds in the area.

      He’s a cool principal. When homeroom was over, I stood up and reached out my hand. He shook it. “Thanks,” I said. “Thanks for everything.”

      “Don’t mention it. Now get out of here and don’t let me see you in here for fighting again.” He winked, and I left.
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