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    A Day to Remember


    Jun’s “Patchwork Era” Vans crunched along the gravel shoul­der separating grass and pavement. She relished the six-block walk home from Brain STEM Preparatory Academy. It was an opportunity to organize her thoughts. Since the beginning of seventh grade, she’d pleaded with her parents to let her walk alone. It wasn’t until spring that they agreed.


    In her four days at The Brain, she’d already had four tests. It was easy material, but still … she’d had to read three books over the summer and other assignments had been released online two weeks before school started. You didn’t go to The Brain to be pampered.


    Regardless, Jun was on top of it because for her, low A’s were a disappointment and anything less was unthinkable.


    Jun kicked an empty plastic bottle into the shallow road­side ditch. Litterbugs!


    Her peace-sign backpack was on its third and probably final year of use, but had worn well considering the heavy load she lugged around inside it. This year, it sported one more gold flute pin, the newest one for passing her “level nine” performance exams (with distinction). It was added to a row of pins earned by advancing through the previous eight levels, and for winning competitions. There were no pins for second place.


    A new professional-grade flute, expensive and well-protected, was lodged inside a durable black case that swayed at her side.


    Jun mulled over her summer. It wasn’t the best. It started with losing her aunt, uncle, and cousin in a horrific accident—their car plowed into by a drunken one-armed man in a pickup—and it continued without seeing Joe the whole summer, except for that one encounter at the picnic grounds (he was so cute)!


    Jun could no longer hear the sounds of people leaving The Brain.


    Biggest regret ever: not exchanging numbers with Joe.


    How stupid I am!


    “Bùyào qīngyì jiāng zìjǐ rēng jìn nánrén de huáibào”—that’s what Mama would say. Don’t throw yourself into men’s arms easily—it’s not becoming. Her nai nai would echo Mama’s disapproval, but behind her back, she’d likely wink and say in Mandarin, “If you like him, go get him!”


    So Jun had been hoping Joe would show up and walk with her this week. He didn’t. Maybe he didn’t realize her school started a week earlier than his. Maybe he did. Maybe he’d found another girl.


    A blueish-gray minivan with dark windows pulled along­side her. The passenger side window slid down, revealing the driver—an older man with sunglasses too cool for someone his age. A yellow snake was coiled above the visor of his baseball cap. Unsightly white hairs sprung from his ears and nose, and a growth that looked like a crumble of feta cheese sprouted from his chin.


    “Hello, young lady,” he said. His voice was higher pitched than she’d expected. “Just letting you know, one of your friends was calling for you. Sounded like you forgot a book back at the school or something.” He scratched his chin. “Guess you were too far ahead to hear her.”


    Jun stopped and turned her head, keeping her body pointed straight ahead.


    He continued. “It was the girl with the frizzy black hair tied in a ponytail.”


    Carla. “Okay, thank you.”


    The man nodded, waved, and rolled up the window.


    Without delay, Jun turned back toward The Brain, walking past the unmoving van. A few seconds later, its rear hatch opened on its own.


    What book, though? Carla wouldn’t—


    A large hand clamped over her mouth—an arm around her neck. Both were strong.


    Jun struggled for air. Her hand opened and her flute case dropped to the ground.


    “Be nice, and I won’t hurt you,” the man said.


    Jun’s muffled scream drew a tighter squeeze of her cheeks. He began pulling her backward, but she locked her knees and he had to drag her, the heels of her Vans digging trenches in the gravel. With wide eyes and flailing arms, she shook her head.


    Once at the van, he took his hand off her mouth to adjust his hold.


    He was going to force her inside.


    Jun leaned forward and kicked back hard—nothing but air. She tried again. Again—


    “Hey!” his tone warned, “stop fighting—”


    Finally, her heel connected with his shin.


    The man buckled and groaned, loosening his grip enough for Jun to slip free. But the flute pins on her backpack snagged his shirt. Jun wriggled out of her backpack as the man fell on top of it, but his hand hooked her ankle. Her feet tangled and she crashed to the ground—the twig-snapping sound was her left wrist breaking.


    Jun tried to scream, but her voice was lost in a fit of tears and hyperventilation.


    She scrambled across the pavement. Looking back, she saw him rising and caught a glimpse of the van’s open foam-lined cargo hold and a silver oxygen bottle.


    Jun stumbled to her feet and started to run, her hand dangling like an eagle’s claw. A sudden tug on her hair yanked her backward, and she groaned as she fell onto the same broken wrist.


    “I told you to be nice, you little bitch!”


    Her cries grew more frantic as he dragged her by her hair toward the van.


     “NO!” With her right hand she grabbed his wrist while her left hand hung useless.


    “Dammit, shut your mouth!”


    At a distant corner, a motorcycle appeared. Jun waved her dangling hand and screamed for help. The motorcycle lumbered on in the opposite direction.


    The man breathed hard and limped as he inched Jun back toward the sound-proofed cargo hold. She was close enough to feel the van’s hot exhaust.


    Suddenly, she heard the raucous sputtering of the motor­cycle. It was coming fast.


    “Shit!” The old man released his grip on Jun’s hair, letting her head hit the ground. As the chopper closed in, its rider yelled something. Then she heard the door shut and the van clicking into gear. Its tires spun, shooting a stinging stream of gravel at Jun’s face.


    The chopper came to a halt and the engine shut off while Jun trembled and sobbed. Blood oozed where bones protruded from her wrist. She turned her head toward the grizzly face as he crouched and pulled off his curved black shades.


    “Easy now,” he said. “It’s all over. Nobody’s gonna hurt you anymore.”


    He took to one knee as Jun lay on her side whimpering, her head resting on the road. She sensed his hand hovering.


    He reached over and pulled her backpack close.


    “Can you lift your head?” His voice was deep and reassur­ing.


    Jun lifted it and he slid the backpack under.


    “Better?”


    Jun gave a weak nod and cried.


    The biker stood and walked to where Jun could see him. Then he pulled a phone from his vest and through fingerless gloves, poked at its screen. He raised the phone to his gaunt, bearded face and squinted a vague smile at Jun.


    “I’m Jerry,” he said. “Don’t worry. We’ll getcha fixed up.”
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    News


    Joe sprawled on the couch watching The Big Bang Theory while eating peanut butter straight from the jar. So far, his attempts at willing himself to do something useful had failed.


    Maybe he could blame his laziness on his lengthy summer tour to Lake Shelbyville, both grandparents’ houses in Indian­apolis, Florida beaches, and Disney World. He and his mom had departed for this trip just a week after the neighborhood picnic in June, and hadn’t returned until a few days ago.


    But now it was back to reality—the reality of starting high school in two days. He still needed to figure out whether he and Jun could meet up after school like they did last year, but he hadn’t even looked at the school schedules yet.


    Joe was also surprised at his mom for waiting until the last minute for back-to-school shopping. She usually had that all done at least two weeks before school started. Anyway, as soon as she came home from the library, they were going out to get him some new clothes. Shopping would be a pain, but with a little luck, they’d run across Jun at Orland Square.


    So he resigned himself to watching the intellectual quips of Amy and Sheldon until such time as Mom came home and put an end to it.


    The garage door opened. Joe jumped up and sped to the kitchen window. There was Mom, two and a half hours earlier than expected. She was leaving the garage with her purse slung over her shoulder and an awful look on her face.


    Joe opened the side door for her.


    “Hi Mom.”


    “Oh, hi honey.” The tone confirmed it—something wasn’t right.


    “Is … everything OK?” Now they both looked distraught.


    “Honey, I have something to tell you.” She set her purse on the counter. “I wanted to be with you when you heard this. Have a seat.”


    Joe’s face tingled as the blood left it. This was going to be bad. Like, one of his grandparents had died. Or Mom lost her job. Or she was selling the house and moving them to Indianapolis. He sat at the counter.


    “What is it?”


    She sat beside him, letting out a big sigh as she stared him in the eyes. He could tell she’d been crying.


    “Joey, last Thursday there was an attempted abduction …” her voice hitched, “on a girl right here in Palos.”


    She didn’t have to say who. Joe knew—there was only one reason she’d be so upset.


    “Jun?” A lump formed in Joe’s throat, and he felt every muscle in his body tense. “Is she okay?”


    “Liz said she has a broken arm and got a little bruised up, but other than that she’s fine.” Liz worked at the Palos Springs Public Library where Mom was the lead librarian.


    “What …”


    What the hell happened?


    Mom hugged him. “It’s okay, Joey. She’s all right. The good news is she got away before—she fought him off before he could drive off with her.”


    Joe could hear laughter coming from the TV.


    “Where?” He began to shake. “How?”


    “Apparently, she was walking home from school—”


    Joe broke the hug. “Her school started already?”


    “Well, it must have.”


    Joe shut his eyes and dropped his head. If he’d been there with her, this never would have happened.


    Mom cradled his head in her hands, lifting his face so she could look at him.


    “It’s not your fault, Joey.”


    “I know.” He didn’t. “How is she? Is she home?”


    Mom shrugged. “I asked Liz to tell me if she hears any­thing more. She knows someone who knows someone. One of those deals.”


    Joe closed his eyes again, trying to keep his composure.


    “She’ll be all right,” Mom said. “People are resilient. And it could have been much, much worse. Thank God Jerry came along when he did.” She did the sign over herself.


    “Jerry? Biker-man Jerry?”


    “That’s what the Palos paper said. ‘A self-proclaimed biker named Jerry came upon the scene just in time to thwart the abduction.’ Something like that. I doubt there’s a lot of bikers in the area named Jerry.”


    “What did they say about Jun?”


    “Well of course they didn’t state her name. All they said was she was receiving medical treatment for her injuries.”


    Joe jumped up and headed toward the stairs leading to his bedroom, then he circled back and headed to the living room, whereupon he changed direction again and headed to the back door.


    “Honey? You can’t go see Jun right now. It’s too soon for—”


    “I’m not going to Jun’s!” The door banged behind him.


    * * *


    “Damned right I got it,” Jerry said. “Right after I yelled hey mother f—” As Joe approached he turned and said something to his friends who both scootched their beers out of sight. Joe laid down his bike near their choppers.


    “Hi, Jerry,” he said.


    “Hey, Joe. What’s up, my man?” Jerry set down an engine part and moved toward him while wiping his hands with a filthy rag. His denim and T-shirt clad buddies continued tink­ering with a half-assembled engine on the garage bench. There were pieces of motorcycle everywhere and a red chopper frame sat on a makeshift block-and-plywood platform. Every­thing had an oily aura to it. “I’d shake your hand, but mine’s pretty dirty.”


    Joe stretched out his own.


    “That’s okay, so’s mine.”


    Jerry’s handshake was like Fred’s—it left no doubt which one of you was stronger.


    “What brings you to the slums of Oak Street? Your mom’s car need fixing?”


    “I heard you saved Jun from that man.” No sense beating around the bush.


    Jerry seemed to size up Joe. “The little Asian girl.”


    “Chinese.”


    “Right—she a friend of yours?”


    Joe nodded. “Yeah.” He wasn’t sure why that question was embarrassing.


    “Poor kid. That guy spooked her good,” Jerry said. “But she’ll be all right. I’ve seen worse.”


    “How bad did he hurt her?” Joe wasn’t sure he was ready to hear details, although Jerry’s friends appeared to be.


    “Eh, not too bad. A few scratches and a broken wrist.”


    Joe looked down and spoke in a low voice.


    “She won’t be able to play her flute.”


    “What’s that?” Jerry said. “She plays the flute?”


    Joe nodded, feeling himself choking up.


    “Well, she won’t be playing for a while. Unless she can play the thing with one hand.”


    One of the guys picked up a ratchet with his right hand and pretended to play it. He went, “doo-dee-doo-dee-doo-doo-doo-doo” as he wiggled his fingers over the ratchet handle. He and his buddy laughed.


    “Dix! Shhh!” Jerry glared at his friend.


    Dix’s bearded chubby-cheeked face instantly turned dour as he dropped the ratchet. It clinked on top of other tools.


    “Dix didn’t mean anything. He just has no manners.” Jerry turned back to Joe. “Don’t worry, man. She’ll heal up quick. I’ve seen guys who fell off their bike look worse than her and they were back to riding in a few weeks. The human body bounces back pretty strong you know.”


    “I hope so,” Joe said.


    “Hey, you want a soda or something?” Jerry stepped over to a not-so-white refrigerator and opened it. “I’ve got, uhh …”


    “Beer,” one said. The guys laughed.


    “Thanks, I’m good,” Joe said.


    Jerry closed the fridge. “That asshole—excuse my French—that guy gave her a pretty bad scare, Joe.” He paused. “She’s gonna need a good friend.”


    “Yeah,” Joe said, “I know.”


    “You going to see her today?”


    “Wish I could, but my mom says it’s too soon.”


    “She’s probably right. Prolly best if you just send her a card and tell her to call you.”


    “Yeah, I guess.” If only I had her address.


    “But when you do see her …” Jerry thought for a few seconds before he fished into his pocket and produced a set of keys. He then worked something off the main ring, held it for a moment, and handed it to Joe.


    “Give her this.”


    It was an empty key ring. Joe took the stitched hunk of shield-shaped leather and turned its emblem to face him: Harley-Davidson Motorcycles.


    “Use your best judgment ‘bout when to give it to her.”


    “All right,” Joe said. “What’s it for?”


    Jerry shrugged. “Just a gift. To help her see the bright side.”


    Is there a bright side here?


    Dix walked over. “Hey, aren’t you the kid who lost a leg?”


    Joe expected Jerry to make another comment about his manners, but instead he looked at Joe like this was a fair enough question.


    “Yeah,” Joe said, “in a car accident.”


    “That sucks,” Dix said. “Which one?”


    “This one.” Joe pointed to his right leg.


    “Can you drive?”


    “I’m not old enough yet.”


    The guys laughed.


    Dix said, “I mean will you be able to with your …” He snapped his fingers. “Whadya call it?”


    “Prosthetic,” Joe said.


    “Yeah, that’s the word.”


    “Probably. I mean, I can ride my bike with it.”


    “That’s cool,” Dix said. “But a gas pedal needs a light touch. Maybe the Great Creator was telling you to ride a Harley instead.” He pointed at the key ring Joe was holding. “That could be a sign right there.”


    The guys all nodded.


    “I think He tells everyone to ride a hog.” Jerry pointed at one of the choppers. “Whenever you’re ready to ride, just let me know. I’ll set you up.”


    And so it seemed predetermined that one day Joe would ride a Harley.


    Joe shuffled his feet. Time to ask the question.


    “Do you know where Jun lives?”


    “What?” Jerry said. “I thought she was your friend.”


    “She is,” Joe said, “but I’ve never actually been to her house.”


    Jerry chuckled. “Well, neither have I. But I did overhear her mom say some Indian name … ahh, what was it? Pota … Potomi …”


    “Potawatomi?”


    Jerry snapped his fingers. “That’s the one.”
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    Lucky


    Mama woke Jun at 9 a.m. She’d already woken her up in the wee morning hours to swallow pills and eat some oyster crackers, but had allowed her to go back to sleep.


    Jun sat up and scootched back to lean against her headboard. Laying on her lap, a clean pink cast encased her lower left arm and wrist. Mama had already laid out some clothes for her. Jun would be happy if yesterday’s clothes were incinerated—nobody should ever wear those clothes again.


    “Where’s Jerry?” she said, confused.


    “Who?” Mama said.


    “He saved me,” she said. “I didn’t thank him.”


    “We thank him for you.”


    Jun was hazy on all that had happened in the past forty-two hours. The attack was clear enough but not everything afterwards was. The ambulance ride wearing an oxygen mask she didn’t want or need, Mama scolding nurses and police officers at the ER. Some woman who called herself a youth comfort counsellor who tried to console her but only made things worse. Doctors and nurses smiling too much. The surreal car ride home.


    And that word people kept using: lucky.


    After breakfast, she bathed (with Mama’s help—yeah, slightly awkward). Then Mama sat her down in the living room. Baba was in the basement. The stairs light was on.


    “A bad thing just happened to you.” Mama spoke in Mandarin whenever precise wording was important. “So now you can do one of two things: You can let it keep hurting you, or you can become stronger.”


    Jun had been expecting such a talk. She just wished Mama had waited until after she’d given her the pain med to do this. It was an hour overdue, and her broken wrist was throbbing.


    “Yes, Ma.” Jun looked down at her knees.


    “You’ve already shown strength by fighting him off and getting away.”


    Um, I was a few seconds away from being gone forever? But she nodded.


    “And I’m sorry,” Mama said, “but you’re going to have to fight him again.”


    Jun looked up, alarmed.


    Mama pointed to her temple. “Up here.”


    “I won’t let him bother me up there.”


    Mama gave her a meager smile.


    “You’re a very smart girl, Jun …” She opened her mouth to continue, but instead rose, and touched Jun’s shoulder.


    “Come with me so I can give you your medicine.”


    Jun followed. Mama dispensed three different pills.


    “You must finish all the antibiotics,” Mama said. “But you should stop taking the pain medicine as soon as the pain lessens. Some pain is good, Jun. It reminds you to be careful because you’re hurt.”


    “How can I forget?” Jun raised her cast.


    Mama ignored it. She spoke in English.


    “Your friend Carla coming soon,” she said. “I hope the pain medicine not make you too …”


    “Stupid,” Jun said.


    “Dopey,” Mama said. She looked Jun in the eye. “My daughter never stupid.”
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    Weirdo


    Instead of going home from Jerry’s, Joe turned left on Oak and headed toward 127th Avenue. He wasn’t sure where he was going—so he told himself—but he needed time to think.


    He’d only made it to 129th when he saw the first one: an orange paper taped to the streetlight. In big letters: WE NEED YOUR HELP. He stopped and read.


    Wanted for attempted abduction. White male, age 50 to 60. Last seen in blue/gray minivan with dark windows. Extremely dangerous! If seen, do not approach.


    And there he was: a guy with sunglasses and a baseball hat. They asked anyone with information to call their tip line.


    Just an artist’s sketch, but good enough to hate.


    Instead of going to 127th, Joe turned left on 129th, heading toward The Brain. More notices were taped to streetlights at every intersection, and some on the poles between them. They wanted this guy bad.


    His phone pinged.


    Mom: Are you ok?


    Joe: Yep don’t worry.


    Mom: Where are you?


    Joe: Riding my bike don’t worry!


    He stuffed the phone back in his pocket just as it pinged again, but he left it there and resumed pedaling. Joe didn’t get his mom these days. She was either a mother hen, or off in her own world, completely oblivious.


    Five minutes later, Joe was circling Brain STEM Acad­emy’s parking lot while pondering the situation. On the one hand, if he listened to Mom and gave Jun time to recover, she might think he didn’t care. But if Mom was right, and he barged in on Jun and her family at a bad time, he could be jackass-of-the-year and make Jun feel even worse.


    Joe started getting dizzy and changed directions.


    She’s probably sitting alone in her room being all de­pressed like I was after my accident. Maybe I could make her laugh and help take her mind off what happened.


    He stopped, pulled out his phone, and began sweeping through his contacts. But the few he had were mostly grown-ups: relatives, neighbors, Fred … and Mom’s co-workers. Joe was out of the loop. While he’d been busy working on his condo, his friends were all using their phones and social media to stay updated with every little thing that was happening in their world. Joe had decided not to waste his time with that baloney … except now he needed that baloney.


    Just when he’d given up on his contacts, a burgundy col­ored car passed by and honked. Someone waved at him from the passenger side—it was Jun’s frizzy-haired friend from The Brain. He waved back. The car was headed toward Pota­watomi.


    Joe waited until he was sure the girl wasn’t looking at him anymore before he took off in pursuit. He pedaled with every­thing he had and turned onto Potawatomi. The street was lined with nice but tract-looking houses with cars parked in front of them, including the burgundy car he’d been following. Two adjacent homes were having a combined garage sale.


    Joe continued circling at the corner as the burgundy car’s doors swung open—the girl and her mom emerged. Frizzy-friend hoisted a backpack.


    She turned around, spotted Joe, and gave him a wave.


    Shit! Now she’ll tell Jun and everyone else I’m a weirdo.


    Joe pretended not to see her and rode off, but circled back just in time to see which house they went to before riding off for real, feeling dumb and embarrassed.


    Wait. He had an epiphany. This right here is what’s mak­ing me a weirdo. If I just go over there and knock on the door … what’s weird about that?


    * * *


    Moments later Joe was walking up the sidewalk to the Songs’ house. The yard contained a few overgrown bushes and one lush willow tree whose branches had begun to sweep the ground. The door was a deep red hue that looked to have been brush painted with a heavy hand.


    Joe knocked. No answer. He knocked louder. The peep­hole darkened.


    A man answered—his head tilted back, eyes narrowed and mindful.


    “Yes?” Joe noticed on the wall behind the man was a framed calligraphy of two Chinese symbols. He hoped it said welcome.


    “Hi, I’m Joe. I’m a friend of Jun’s.”


    The man gave the slightest nod. Joe wondered if he recog­nized him from the picnic last June. Then, from somewhere out of Joe’s sight, a woman started bombarding the man with Mandarin.


    She probably wants him to tell me to get lost.


    “I just came by to …” Joe hushed when Jun appeared several feet back, leaning in to catch a glimpse of him. His heart dropped when he saw the cast on her wrist and one side of her face covered with scabs. Her eyes were droopy.


    Joe gave her a meek wave. She gave him a half-hearted wave in return.


    The man, presumably her father, shifted, blocking Joe’s view.


    “I’m sorry,” he said. “Jun needs her rest now. Thank you very much for coming.”


    The door closed. The deadbolt latched.


    * * *


    Joe gripped his right pant leg and hoisted his prosthetic limb over the bar of his BMX. He wanted to push through that red door, find Jun, and hug her. As he pulled away from the Songs, he glanced back. From a front window, Jun and her friend were watching. The friend smiled—Jun was trying to. Joe circled back and waved.


    Yeah, I admit it. I’m a weirdo.
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    Friend in Need


    Jun stayed at the window until she couldn’t see Joe anymore. Carla plopped herself onto the bed. Jun’s cat, Beijing, jumped to her feet, preparing for a flight to safety.


    “He is a character,” she said.


    “He’s more than that,” Jun said.


    “So why wasn’t Mr. More-Than-That walking with you Thursday?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “You should ask him.”


    “No,” Jun said. “I shouldn’t.”


    “All right then, I’ll ask him.”


    “Carla. No!” It was the first emotion she’d experienced since the pain meds kicked in besides a constant low-level melancholy.


    “Okay, okay,” Carla said. “I’m sorry.”


    “It’s my fault,” Jun said. “If I’d given him my number before summer vacation …”


    “Yeah, I can’t believe you didn’t.”


    Jun stared at her friend.


    “I mean …” Carla seemed to scramble for words. “It would have been nice if you guys had kept in touch.”


    Jun looked down. “Yeah, would have.”


    “So … you wanna talk about it?”


    “Not really.”


    “Wanna talk about what happened Thursday?”


    “I definitely don’t want to talk about that.”


    “Okay, but isn’t it good to get things out in the open? Like, isn’t it supposed to be therapeutic, or release your endorphins, or something?”


    Jun scowled. “I’m saving my endorphins for better times.”


    “Oh, I see,” Carla said. “Like being here with the coolest, most trend-setting, free-thinking, gravity-defying—though slightly overweight—descendent of … God knows what per­fect mixture of ethnicities isn't a good enough time for ya?”


    Jun smirked. “Guess not.”


    “Wow!” Carla said. “No offense, but those pain meds really take your filters off … got an extra one?”


    “What? No!”


    “Oh, come on. If we’re going to do some real bonding, and lay our emotions on the line for each other to see, we need to be on the same plane. What’d they give you anyway? Hydro­codone? Oxycodone? OxyContin?”


    “I think it’s the last one,” Jun said. “It’s oxy something.”


    “Ka-ching!” Carla said. “That’s the good stuff they give cancer patients.”


    Jun knew Carla was just … being Carla, but recreational drug use wasn’t something to joke about. Especially now.


    “You want to be on the same plane?” Jun said. “Come to my closet.”


    They both stepped over to the closet and Jun opened the door.


    “See that white belt there?” Jun pointed to a wide belt hanging by its glam buckle on a hook just inside the door.


    “Yeah?”


    “Do me a favor. Reach in and grab it,” Jun said. “But keep your hand on it for just a sec.”


    Carla gave her a stink-eye, but grabbed the belt. “What for?”


    Jun stepped back, her right foot poised to kick the door shut.


    “What the …?” Carla pulled back her arm. “Are you nuts?”


    “You’re the one who wants to be on the same plane,” Jun said. “Don't you want to know what it feels like when your bones are poking through your skin?”


    “Okay, okay,” Carla said. “I’m just trying to cheer you up. Jeez!”


    Jun sighed. “I don’t want to be cheered up right now.”


    “Well … what do you want? Want me to chew some ice?”


    “You know I’ll have to kill you if you do.” Jun had always had an extreme sensitivity to certain sounds—ice chewing, people biting into crunchy foods, metal scraping against metal, scratchy violin playing—they gave her the shivers. “I just need space.”


    “The final frontier?”


    “Stop it!” Jun said. “Why is everything such a joke to you?”


    They sat in silence on Jun’s bed facing away from each other.


    “Do you want me to leave?” Carla finally said, her voice much quieter. “I mean … I thought you wanted me to come over.”


    Slumped, Jun placed her hand on Carla’s.


    “I don’t want you here,” she said, her voice hitching. “But I need you here.”


    Carla leaned in and hugged her friend.


    “I am here,” she said.
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    Thinking of Jun


    Joe pedaled his BMX from Jun’s house back to The Brain with the single-minded mission of tearing down every orange poster he saw. He gnashed his teeth as he tore off and mutilated all but one, which he carefully removed, folded, and slipped into his back pocket.


    No way is Jun going to have to see these on her way to school.


    He let fly a few choice words as he traveled from pole to pole.


    Cursing in itself is not a terrible thing, Dad once said. Just save it for the right time and place.


    This had to be one of them.


    * * *


    Out in the woods, Joe inserted the toe of his left shoe into the hole at the base of the stump and placed his finger in the groove near the top. He lifted both levers and opened the lid. He then reached inside, flipped a switch to illuminate the ladder, and descended into the earth until he reached the landing. Finally, using the key on the lanyard Mr. Pruitt had handed him last June, Joe unlocked the condo’s door and stepped inside.


    As always, the room was stuffy, so he flicked on the vent fan along with the inside lights. He liked the fan, and not just for the fresh air it swept in, but for the sound it made. At first, he’d thought the quietness and solitude of being underground would make it a perfect work environment. But he’d quickly discovered that absolute silence was eerie and deafening in its own way. The fan helped. The condo also had a TV and a DVD player. Sometimes that helped too.


    He surveyed the components of his dream, or at least the beginnings of it: a whiteboard full of sketches, a work table with the mismatched elements of his JAMrail model strewn about, and of course, an Einstein poster overseeing it all.


    Joe breathed deeply. Inventing a system of transportation to replace the automobile was not only an impossible dream, but in light of what had happened to Jun, it seemed like frivolous tinkering.


    Joe sank into his couch and smacked himself in the head.


    “Why didn’t I call her when I got home from vacation?”


    He pictured Jun playing her flute—reading music from the sheets he’d held up for her—the perfect forming of her lips above the mouthpiece, fingers moving in synchronous patterns. He pictured her brown eyes as they scanned the notes.


    She’d had no idea—and still didn’t—that he was the rea­son she’d been wearing the black armband of mourning back in June. It was his fault that Fred Fergussen had lost an arm and then, a few days later tootled out of the hospital, tipped back several bottles, and slammed his oversized pickup into the Songs’ car. In an instant, three of Jun’s relatives had been killed.


    And Fred—the man who had shown Joe nothing but friendship, who’d lost his limb being that friend—now sat in jail serving twenty-five years.


    He struck himself harder, unable to stop thinking about Jun, her cast, the bruises on her face.


    He pounded the couch with clenched fists.


    “I’ll kill him!” He punched the couch again and again. “I’ll kill that asshole, I’ll kill him!”


    His breathing became forced and ragged as his knuckles reddened from pounding the coarse fabric. Finally, exhausted, he curled up and sobbed.


    Moments later, Joe fell asleep to the whirring of the fan.
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    Perfect


    On Sunday, three days after the attack, Jun stood in front of the bathroom mirror. What was once the clearest skin at The Brain, was now a smattering of scabs and red blotches. The cast on her left wrist, was a stiff reminder of the flute she wouldn’t be playing for at least three months—possibly longer. It was covered with staves of music, which Carla had written while Jun slept. She’d claimed it was an excerpt from a real composition. Jun could only guess: A Love Like War? Panic! at the Disco? Carla told her she’d have to play it to find out, but that only made her more depressed.


    Everyone said it could have been so much worse. She’d overheard Mama saying if that man had gotten Jun into his van, they would have never seen her again.


    Lucky.


    There was a knock at the door.


    “Jun, why you in there so long? Dinner ready.”


    “Just a minute, Ma.”


    “Hurry. Everyone is waiting.”


    * * *


    Everyone was Mama, Baba, Nai Nai (Baba’s mother), and Auntie Ushi. Whenever Auntie and Nai Nai came over, which was most Sundays, Mama made twice as much of everything. She needed to—Auntie Ushi wasn’t the smallest chocolate in the box. And she wasn’t really Jun’s aunt: she was the daugh­ter of a friend of Nai Nai who’d passed away when Ushi was young. Nai Nai had become Ushi’s stand-in mother—a prom­ise she’d made to her friend.


    Nai Nai showered Jun with hugs and sympathy, but Auntie just said, “You have to be careful these days.”


    Thanks Auntie—great advice!


    After everyone’s plates were loaded, Baba spoke softly in Mandarin.


    “Since you are not able to practice flute,” he said, “you have more time to study engineering.”


    “Okay,” Jun said.


    “What’s that on your cast?” Auntie said.


    “It’s Chopin,” Jun said. Then under her breath, “… or Panic! at the Disco.”


    “Jun,” Baba said.


    “Yes, Baba?”


    “No school tomorrow. It will be a good day to start the new project I have for you.”


    “Why no school? I’m feeling okay. I’m even going to stop taking the pain meds tonight.”


    Mama raised an eyebrow.


    “It’s not my decision,” Baba said. “The headmaster called and said you should take another day off.”


    Jun rolled her eyes. “I don’t want to get behind. And I need to go to my math class at MVCC tomorrow night.”


    Mama stepped in. “You’ll go to your math class. But the headmaster says the academy’s not ready for you yet.”


    “You mean I’m not ready yet.”


    Mama switched to English. “No, school not ready.” She often switched between languages for emphasis.


    “It’s just a broken wrist!” Jun said. “It’s not like they need to build me a wheelchair ramp or anything.”


    Nai Nai looked bewildered. Auntie leaned toward her and explained.


    Mama looked away. “We don’t know why.”


    She knows. They have to prepare all the other kids. Make sure they don’t stare and ask me questions. New class—JUN 101—how to interact with the girl who was almost killed.


    “Tonight I show you your new project,” Baba said. “Tomorrow you begin working on it.”


    “See,” Mama said, “everything works out perfect.”


    Oh yeah, perfect. Which sounded, all of a sudden, a lot like “lucky.”
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    The Principal’s Fault


    Joe opted not to take the bus to Riggs. Riding his bike gave him time to chill and mentally prepare for the day … and besides, if he rode his bike home, he might get to see Jun.


    The Internet told him Jun’s school let out just ten minutes after his and The Brain was a mile and a half from Riggs. He calculated that if he could get to his bike within five minutes after the bell, then ride at fifteen miles per hour, he could be there in eleven minutes. Of course with traffic, it might take him thirteen minutes, which would put him at The Brain three minutes after Jun’s bell rang. As long as she didn’t book out of there too fast, that might be good enough.


    But what would he say to her? “Hey, I’m sorry I’m such a dumb-ass and didn’t check to see when your school started …” or “I know I’m kind of a pathetic excuse for a friend, but if you could give me another chance …” Or he could try to be funny: “You know with your arm and my leg, we’re a great match …”


    Joe shook his head.


    Joseph McKinnon, you ARE a pathetic dumb-ass, for making this about YOU.


    He was about to cross Ridgemont Avenue when a Lincoln Navigator whipped around the corner, forcing him to a halt. The woman honked and gave him a dirty look even though Joe had the right of way.


    Sigh. I hope someday cars go away.


    It was hard to think of it now, but Joe wanted to be the next Henry Ford … or maybe the anti-Henry Ford. He didn’t want fame and fortune, because being in the spotlight was definitely not his thing. Besides, he already had a small nest egg he’d acquired from Fred that could put him through college.


    What he wanted was a world without the burdens cars and their drivers created. Why should so many people be killed or maimed or have their lives controlled by a thing that was really just meant to get them from here to there? And now that he thought about it, would Jun have been attacked if she'd had a safe, reliable way to get home from school?


    If there was such a thing as destiny, Joe was feeling it now. Directly or indirectly, automobile-related tragedy had been a big part of his life. There had to be a reason for that, and the only reason he could figure was that he was supposed to do something about it.


    He pedaled faster. Riggs came into view, with its domineering cubist outline, burnt orange brick and dark sunken windows. Joe tensed. He’d been through plenty of changes in his life already. High school was just one more.


    * * *


    Joe coasted to the bike racks. A huge banner over the entrance read, “Riggs—your pathway to success—welcomes new and returning students!”


    Inside one of the cafeterias, there were free donuts and juice served by staff and teachers. The men were decked out in dress shirts, ties, and slacks, while the women wore dresses. All of them sported the school colors, red and gold, somewhere in their attire, even if only on a hair bow. They were a pretty cheery-looking bunch—but then, this was only the first day.


    Joe was glad freshmen started one day before upperclass­men. He would have hated looking so lost in front of them. Riggs was much bigger than Halverson Middle School, and although Joe had studied the campus map beforehand, he quickly got turned around in all the long, identical hallways. Fortunately, the teachers were good at picking out lost souls and pointing them in the right direction.


    He felt nervous. Sure there were some familiar faces, but in one short summer, most of them had grown, changed their hair, or gotten braces. Who knew how they’d changed inside?


    Joe’s first four class periods were okay, but Honors Bio first thing in the morning wasn’t the best. Honors Algebra I would be nothing but review for at least a month and PE was good to have before lunch. The one class he wasn’t looking forward to—Interdisciplinary Studies (everyone called it IDS)—was a mishmash of geography, college research, and his all-time least-favorite thing in this world: public speaking.


    By afternoon, classes felt like they'd doubled in length. He wondered if the bell was broken.


    Come on 2:50!


    * * *


    The clock hit 2:50 in homeroom. No bell. Instead, a voice came on over the classroom speaker:


    “Hello, everyone, this is your principal, Charlene Evans. Congratulations! You’ve made it through your first day of high school. Give yourselves a big round of applause.”


    There were some golf claps and a couple of subdued woohoos.


    Joe stared at the clock as the principal went on about what a great group of young adults they all were (how could she tell?) and how she was looking forward to getting to know each and every student, but hopefully only under good circum­stances (ha ha ha). Then there were a few rules and procedures she felt it was important to emphasize.


    BUT COULDN’T YOU HAVE EMPHASIZED THEM BEFORE 2:50?


    Finally, she wrapped it up. The bell sounded at 2:53.


    * * *


    Once on his bike, Joe was a rocket. He’d left two of his heavier textbooks at school so his load was way lighter going home. But despite that, and having expended more energy in twelve minutes than he’d put out all summer, he got there at 3:09—nine minutes after The Brain let out.


    Not many people were left. Joe pulled into the drop-off area and hopped the curb onto the sidewalk. A teacher-like woman started to wave a finger at him so Joe dropped back down to the street. There were only two cars left waiting. Neither of them looked like the car he saw Jun’s mom driving last year.


    Crap!


    He sat there another minute, catching his breath and bumping his front tire against the curb. The teacher-woman continued eyeing him while Joe kept his eyes trained on the doors.


    Then he saw her—Jun’s frizzy-haired friend. She was making a bee-line for an old Subaru.


    Joe intercepted her. “Hey girlfriend!”


    She turned and smiled. “Hey, boyfriend!” She gave the just-a-minute gesture to the driver and sauntered over to Joe. “Bet I know who you’re looking for.”


    Joe nodded. “She already left, huh?”


    “She didn’t come to school at all today—cuzza what happened.” The girl lowered her voice. “You know what happened, right?”


    Joe closed his eyes and nodded. “I heard.”


    There was an awkward moment before the girl spoke.


    “She misses you.”


    Joe felt a lump in his throat.


    “I miss her too.”


    The girl leaned over and stuck a finger in her throat, pretending to gag.


    “Okay, enough of that,” she said. “It’s obvious you two need to get together. There’s just one problem.”


    “What?”


    “Her parents. They’re just a wee bit protective right now, and I don’t know if you know her mom …”


    “I’ve only ever seen her from, like, fifty feet away.”


    “That’s a good distance,” the girl said. “Her mom is a force to be reckoned with. You don’t want to piss her off.”


    “Okaaay?”


    The Subaru's horn honked.


    “Look, give me your number and I’ll give it to Jun next time I see her.”


    “I need to talk to her today.”


    “Ain’t gonna happen, boyfriend. They took her phone away. And she’s not allowed to use e-mail or social media either. She’s not talking to anyone right now.”


    “Why are they punishing her?” Joe said.


    “I think it’s more of a safety thing.”


    “Then how do you talk to her?”


    “I call her mom’s phone.”


    “Okay, then can I have her mom’s number?”


    The frizzy-hair girl laughed. “Oh. My. God. I so want to be there when you make that call!”


    Joe frowned.


    “Hey, boyfriend,” she said, “don’t worry. She’s doing all right, considering.”


    Joe spun his pedal.


    “Does she hate me?”


    “Why would she hate you?”


    Joe shrugged. “Because maybe if I’d been there this wouldn’t have happened?”


    “Yeah, maybe,” she said. “But maybe it wouldn’t have happened if I’d been with her, too?” She struck a menacing pose. “I’d have kicked his ass!”


    Joe smiled a little.


    “You laugh?”


    “No, no, it’s just—”


    “Hey, when you do see her, don’t even bring up this ‘I shoulda been there’ stuff. She doesn’t need to feel bad over you feeling bad.”


    The Subaru honked again. The girl turned to it.


    “One freakin’ minute!” she said. “Jeez!”


    The engine revved.


    She turned back to Joe. “That’s my annoying sister. Anyway. It’s sweet that you’re worried about her, it really is. But she’s tough like her mom. And she’ll be healed up in no time. So don’t stalk her house. It’s a little weird.”


    Joe blushed. “She thought I was weird?”


    “She thought it was cute. I thought it was weird.” She smiled.


    “You know what’s weird?” Joe said.


    “What?”


    “I don’t even know your name.”


    The girl blinked rapidly.


    “It’s Carla. Okay, boyfriend, let’s exchange numbers. I’ll be your message passer until things are normal again.”


    Joe pulled out his phone. “That would be awesome!”


    As she texted him, (“Hi weirdo, this is Carla”), Joe couldn’t help thinking maybe he’d been wrong with this whole teenage-island-unto-himself thing. There was some­thing comforting about having a number in his phone that wasn’t his mom’s or one of his mom’s friend’s.


    “I gotta go before my sister has a brain hemorrhage,” Carla said. “Next time I see Jun I’ll give her your number. But if you don’t hear from her, don’t get all sour-pussed, okay?”


    Joe breathed a little sigh of relief and nodded.


    Carla said, “Any message you want me to give her?”


    “Yes,” Joe said, feeling a little awkward, “can you give her a hug for me?”


    Carla grinned. “Yeah, but you have to give it to me before I can give it to her.”


    Joe narrowed his eyes. “Now that’s a little weird, don’t you think?”


    “Pretty sure you’ve already crossed that line.”


    They leaned in and hugged.


    “Oh man, you’re all sweaty!” Carla said.


    “It’s the principal’s fault,” Joe said. “She wouldn’t quit yapping.”


    Carla went to the Subaru and threw her backpack onto the rear seat.


    “Yep,” she said, “always blame it on the principal!”
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    It Begins


    Jun’s first day without the pain meds wasn’t pleasant. Not only did her wrist still hurt, but she discovered other sore and aching spots, including the back of her head from when her attacker dropped her onto the pavement. Her whole body felt like a nagging reminder of that day.


    Maybe I should drop something heavy on my foot as a diversion?


    She knew things would be worse if she stayed in her room—especially with being home while her friends were at school. And since she’d already finished her calc homework for her night class at MVCC, she went to the basement and started on the project Baba had given her.


    Jun sighed. This was one of the more complicated projects Baba had come up with. It sounded simple enough—build a digital clock—but he wanted her to design it using a micro­controller and some memory devices. And to top it off, she had to figure out how to load its memory with executable code using her laptop. Then, once she’d figured that out, he wanted her to burn the code into a flash memory device so the design could boot itself after that.


    She knew he’d let her flounder on her own for a while before giving her any guidance. He’d left her an old data book along with another relic entitled MCS-51 Architecture, Pro­gramming, and Applications. She just had to read them. So that’s what she did … all day long.


    * * *


    Jun’s training had begun in kindergarten with funny shapes Baba called logic gates—AND, OR, NAND, NOR, and XOR gates. Then he taught her to recognize the different types of flip-flops and latches.


    By first grade, she’d added all the other electronic symbols, like resistors, capacitors, inductors, transistors, diodes, and FETs to her repertoire. While Jun’s classmates were practicing their ST and TH sounds, Jun was explaining that bipolar junction transistors had an emitter, base and collector.


    By second grade she knew Ohm’s law and had begun analyzing simple resistor networks with voltage and current sources. Meanwhile in school, they were learning to add two digit numbers with regrouping. One day the teacher had called Jun to the board to add the numbers 75 and 36. Jun had given it a moment’s thought before asking, “Are they octal, decimal, or hexadecimal numbers?”


    And so it continued until Jun reached a point where she could build circuits that did real things. Jun could draw up a circuit of her own design consisting of various electronic components, then solder the neatly steered wires into a menagerie that actually performed some function; like a ping-pong game with speed control, or a chirper circuit.


    She’d had fun with the chirper. She used a 555 timer chip to make a Sonalert beeper “chirp” every few minutes. The chirp was just long enough to be noticed, but not often enough to pinpoint its location. Her sixth grade English teacher had become obsessed with it and had made the class stay silent for ten whole minutes trying to track it down. Eventually she called maintenance. But when at last Mr. Dodds climbed a ladder and pointed his flashlight into a vent, Jun reached into her backpack and shut the thing off. She never told a soul.


    What if I’d had the chirper when that man tried to abduct me? Maybe it would have distracted him and given me a chance to escape.


    Jun started thinking of ways to use electronics to ward off an attack. Maybe a pushbutton or a voice activated system that fits in your backpack and turns on a loud siren or projects pointy quills … like a porcupine! She imagined the attacker grabbing her from behind, only this time, she pushed a button and out sprang a dozen razor-sharp blades.


    Jun clenched her fists and gritted her teeth.


    Now who’s in control Mr. Kidnapper?


    She ran up the stairs to her room.


    “Jun?” Mom said as she whizzed by. “You shouldn’t be running. Might fall and—”


    Jun closed her door and heaved her backpack onto her bed. She froze. Then with her finger, she counted.


    “One, two, three, four …”


    Mama came in.


    “… thirteen, fourteen.”


    “Jun, what are you doing?”


    Jun ignored her. “One, two …,” her lips mouthed the count. Her finger indexed over the pins.


    “Jun!”


    As she neared the end of her count, Jun’s voice was emphatic. “… twelve, thirteen, fourteen!”


    Her face twisted up and she crumpled to her bedside with her head tucked into her arms and knees. Mama knelt down and held her sobbing daughter.


    “Two missing,” Jun said.


    “Two what?”


    “My pins,” she managed. “My flute pins. There are two missing.”


    Mama let go and stood. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I go find them.”


    Jun raised her weepy face.


    “No!”


    “Why not?” she said. “They probably just lying on the ground where you get attacked.”


    “I don’t want you to go there,” Jun said. “It’s not safe.”


    Mama scoffed.


    “If I thought that man come back, I stand there all day and wait for him. Give him a good fight.”


    “Mama, please!” Jun said.


    Mama nodded. “Fight not over, Jun.” She pointed to her temple. “Fight just begin.”
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    Klik


    After parting ways with Carla, Joe stopped on the side of the road to call home. The answering machine kicked in and when it beeped, Joe hung up and got rolling again.


    * * *


    Once home, Joe poured himself a glass of milk, then searched the pantry. So much food, so little worth eating. After scooch­ing the less desirable items aside, Joe finally fished out a bag of Oreos.


    He sat at the counter and opened the package. He’d already shoved the first cookie in his mouth when a thought struck him. He returned to the pantry and looked again at the packages he’d pushed aside.


    Falafel flavored wheat snacks?


    He poked around some more and discovered a weird green bag with a picture of some kind of chocolate covered snack toward the back. There wasn’t a word of English anywhere on the bag—it looked like some Middle Eastern language. He snapped a photo of it which he sent to his mom with the caption: ???


    Then he went back to his Oreos.


    Carla had pretty much told him to just be patient about Jun. Right. As if he could just shut off that part of his brain.


    Text from Mom: Well, I love you too! Klik chocolate snacks. Try them, but don’t eat the whole bag … they’re addictive!


    Joe: Love you mom

    Where are they from?


    Mom: Israel


    Joe: ???


    Mom: Try them.


    He tried one. Hmm. Not bad.


    It was good to see Mom not moping over Dad anymore, but she was kind of weird now. Sometimes she’d actually go out to dinner with a friend (and leave Joe to fend for himself, which was kind of nice). She’d been buying new clothes and asking Joe, “How do I look?” (She looked pretty great as far as librarian moms go). And now buying foreign chocolates? He might have to sit her down for a son-to-mother talk.


    Joe ate four Oreos in a row before chugging an entire glass of milk.


    He couldn’t wait any longer to see Jun. Phone, schmone … a personal visit to Jun Song was in order.
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    Finding the Mirth


    Jun arrived home feeling better after her first day of calculus at MVCC. She was the only middle schooler in a class full of adults but still, it felt good—and normal—to be back in a classroom. She needed normal.


    Jun’s first homework assignment in calc was super-easy, so she decided instead to work on the Boolean algebra prob­lems Baba had assigned. Her ceiling fan lights cast shadows on the desk in front of her window. She read through the first problem as the sound of Mama playing Schubert on the piano filtered through and under her door.


    Find the complement of the following Boolean function, then reduce to a minimum number of literals:  (AB’ + D’C)(DA’ + BC’). Easy enough. She penciled out the solution.


    Reduce the Boolean expression to four literals: AB + CB’ + CA + ABD. Piece of cake. She felt bad that Joe was turned away on Saturday. Afterward, she’d pleaded with Baba to please, please, next time let Joe come in just for a minute so she could tell him she was okay. Baba said he would.


    Joe … she knew he liked her, and she really liked him, even though they didn’t know each other all that well yet. But no way would her parents let her have … a boyfriend! OMG! Even if Mama and Baba said yes—which they never would—but even if they did …


    Oops. She erased a B’ and changed it to a B.


    Through the blinds, Jun saw headlights. She peeked through, saw a minivan drive past, and flattened herself against the wall. When she peeked again, the van had pulled into the driveway two doors down. As it disappeared into the garage, only the reflection of its brake lights remained visible on the house across the street. Jun let go of the blind.


    Stop it! Stop being so—


    Tap tap tap on the glass. Jun sprang back from the win­dow.


    After a few seconds, she stepped forward, reached for the blinds, and took a quick peek.


    Joe!


    She raised the blinds, unlocked the latch, and slid the window open.


    “You scared me!” Jun said, her voice a breathless whisper. “You’re not supposed to be here.”


    “Sorry, didn’t know how else to talk to you,” Joe said. “Are you okay?”


    He scanned her up and down.


    “Yes, I’m fine,” she said. “But if my mother comes in, I won’t be.”


    The Schubert continued.


    “So I hear you can’t call anyone,” Joe said.


    “I’m not allowed to use my phone for a while.” She looked past Joe, squinting into the darkness. “It’s for safety reasons.”


    “Yeah, that’s what Carla said.”


    “She told me she talked to you today. She said—”


    “I just had to know you were okay,” Joe said. “I’ve been worried.”


    Jun smiled. “All you have to worry about is holding my music steady once I get this cast off, silly boy.”


    “Okay.” Joe laughed a little. “But I see you already have some music,” he motioned to her cast.


    “Yes, but I still need another hand to play with.”


    “You can teach me.” Joe raised his eyebrows. “Teach me how to play the left hand of the flute, and I’ll teach you how to dance.”


    She leaned on the windowsill and smiled.


    “Have you been working on your tango?”


    “Actually … I have, sort of,” Joe said. “I got the first part down.”


    “Really? You can do the beginning of the tango?”


    “Uh-huh. You know the part where the guy holds the girl’s hand in the air, and puts his other hand around her waist?”


    “Yes?”


    “That’s the part I know.”


    Jun laughed. “That’s very impressive. But by that defini­tion you’ve learned the beginning of, like, a hundred different dances.”


    “Yup.” Joe stuck out his chest. “But I don’t like to brag.”


    “I see that now.”


    Joe looked at her desk. “Homework, huh?”


    “Sort of,” she said. “My father gave me some Boolean algebra to do.”


    “Boolean algebra? Should I even ask what that is?”


    “It’s engineering math for designing digital circuits,” Jun said. “It’s actually pretty simple.”


    “Sounds simple.” Joe’s eyes gleamed, but he seemed to be focusing on something.


    Jun looked behind her, trying to see what it was.


    “What’s wrong?” she said.


    “Nothing … isn’t that your phone sticking out of your purse over there?”


    Jun looked. “Yeah, why?”


    “It’s just … I thought you said you weren’t allowed to use it?”


    “I’m not. It’s turned off.”


    “Oh.” He hesitated. “But they let you keep it?”


    “Sure, why not?”


    “Guess they really trust you, huh?”


    “Doesn’t your mother trust you?”


    “Oh, yeah!” Joe said almost too quickly. “But usually when parents take something away from their kids, they actu­ally, like … take it.”


    Jun shrugged. “They just told me not to use it for now. No big deal.”


    “I guess not.”


    Joe looked a bit sad.


    “It shouldn’t be too much longer,” Jun said. “And if they catch the guy, maybe you can start walking me home from school?”


    “Well heck then, I’ma leave right now and go hunt him down.” He turned to go.


    Jun laughed. “Wait!”


    He turned back to her. “Yes?”


    “You have to help me with my Boolean algebra first.”


    “Kid’s stuff,” Joe said. “I’m way past that. Let me know when you get to DeLorean algebra.”


    She rolled her eyes. “O-kaaay? What’s DeLorean alge­bra?”


    “That’s where you calculate how many gigawatts of power you need for your flux capacitor. You know, basic time travel equations.”


    “Uh-huh.” She grinned. “What about—”


    There was a knock on Jun’s bedroom door.


    “Jun?” It was Mama. “Who you talking to?”


    Jun jumped back into her chair and picked up her pencil.


    “No one, Ma.”


    Mama opened the door. “I heard talking.”


    “There were some people out in front of our house,” Jun said. “See? I have the window open.”


    Mama walked over to the window.


    “You should close this,” she said “Too warm outside.”


    “Okay, Ma.”


    Jun’s mama stepped around the desk, closed the window, then paused a moment with her face pressed up against the glass, her hands cupped to block out the bedroom lighting.


    “Nobody out there,” Mama said.


    “They must’ve left,” Jun said.


    “Hmm.”


    Mama slipped out, leaving Jun’s door ajar. A soft Manda­rin exchange between her parents leaked through.


    Jun went to the window and peered out for a minute. Then she turned off the lights and put her face back to the window, scanning as far as she could see. Joe was gone, but she kept peering out the window for a long time. After a while, she sighed.


    I’ve missed you.
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    An Old Enemy




    Riggs was much more crowded on Tuesday with all the up­perclassmen attending their first day back. Now Joe felt really insignificant—lost in the crowd. And everyone was eyeing one another, sizing up who was who and what was what.




    A familiar profile suddenly merged into hallway traffic in front of him, making Joe hesitate, which caused a girl to bump into him.




    “Sorry,” Joe said. He slowed up to let the familiar figure gain a bigger lead.




    Brown skin, pitch black hair, hulking shoulders. It was Praveen—the kid from Ramesh’s graduation party last spring who’d given him the rude treatment in the basement.




    Joe’s heart rate picked up. Would he be taking crap from Praveen … for the next four years?




    Joe steered into Mrs. Petroff’s room for IDS class. Mrs. Petroff stood at the door putting her finger to her lips and shushing everyone who entered.




    When a minor din arose behind her, she double-clapped her hands to stifle it.




    On the board was written, “Take your seat and be COMPLETELY quiet.” Everyone was looking around, shrug­ging, and shaking their heads at each other. When the bell rang, Mrs. Petroff kicked up the doorstop, and the only sounds that followed were the door banging closed and the teacher’s Nine West’s clicking across the floor.




    She stood at the front of the room and said nothing. She scanned the room, gazing into each student’s eyes for a weird long time. When Danny Terrazo turned away, she glared at him, snapped her fingers, and pointed to her intense eyes until he remained focused on her. Zoey Manoukian chuckled, but was met with the same treatment (plus a finger-cutting-across-the-throat motion).




    This continued until everyone had their eyes fixed on their teacher like some kind of lopsided staring contest. Every so often someone would lose their attention or try giving the teacher googly eyes, but she was quick to snap her fingers and purse her lips.




    Finally, she focused entirely on Danny and motioned for him to go up front with her. He was much taller and broader than the petite Mrs. Petroff, but she grabbed his shoulders and forced him toward the class. A crooked smirk emerged on his face, which was promptly met with a thumping backhand to the chest. A few laughs from the peanut gallery were quashed in an instant.




    Mrs. Petroff gestured for Danny to stay there and stare at the class just as she’d been doing a moment earlier. Then she occupied his desk, rested her chin in her cupped hands, and fixed her eyes on him. Danny glanced around, but tended to look most often at his teacher, awaiting further direction. He hooked his thumbs on his front pockets and shifted his weight from side to side. Joe thought Danny was a fairly confident guy, but being in the spotlight was clearly unnerving to him.




    And it was unnerving Joe too. His antennae were picking up signals that soon it would be his turn to stand up there with all those eyeballs on him.




    After a couple minutes, Mrs. Petroff went back to the front, patted Danny on the back and motioned him toward his seat. Everyone clapped—Mrs. Petroff allowed it. As the clap­ping ended, she pretended like she was hooking her thumbs on her front pockets (which, of course, her dress didn’t have), and began shifting her weight from side to side. Her movements were exaggerated, as was the goofy expression on her face, and the class laughed. After a few more seconds, she wobbled her flattened hand in the air and put an “eh” expres­sion on her face, apparently giving Danny’s performance a so-so rating.




    Next she called up Zoey.




    But Zoey seemed to know what to do. She scanned the class with her hands on her hips, then switched to the philosophical thinker pose and slowly paced from one end of the room to the other, making rolling hand gestures (as if she were talking), and always maintaining eye contact with her audience. Joe felt as if he was watching someone who was actually giving a talk, only their volume was muted. At the end of Zoey’s performance, Mrs. Petroff gave her a thumbs-up.




    Joe got it. Mrs. Petroff was teaching them the importance of body language.




    He suddenly felt cold—this meant she was preparing them for doing speeches.




    Several more students went up front and displayed various degrees of discomfort and odd mannerisms. Some clasped their hands in front of them, some rocked back and forth, one grabbed her arm behind her back the whole time, and one shifted around so much he was practically dancing. Yet an­other kept looking up at the ceiling toward the back of the room—Mrs. Petroff turned around and looked there too, and so did the rest of the class until finally she caught his attention and directed him to focus on her eyes.




    Between each performance, Joe avoided making eye contact with Mrs. Petroff, hoping she’d forget to call on him. But his luck ran out. After about the fifteenth kid, she picked Joe. On his way up, Joe tripped over someone’s foot sticking into the aisle and drew a few chuckles. The foot’s owner said “Sorry, bruh,” which Mrs. Petroff shushed. She gave Joe a wan smile as she passed him to take his seat.




    As Joe stood in front of the class, he immediately sensed people were looking at him differently. He tried looking into everyone’s eyes, but felt a powerful compulsion to look down instead. When he did, Mrs. Petroff snapped his attention back to the class, which only made them stare harder. He felt like a giant LED billboard in the center of a field on a moonless night.




    A trail of sweat ran down from his temple.




    Zoey began shifting her eyes wildly from side to side, then stuck out the tip of her tongue and started shifting it opposite from her eye movement. She stopped and gave Joe a frown-smile, then started the eye-tongue dance again—all this with Mrs. Petroff sitting directly behind her.




    Joe smiled big and looked away. Mrs. Petroff knocked on her desk to get his attention, but on a whim he instead turned toward the door.




    “Come in,” he said.




    The whole class laughed. Joe peeked back. Mrs. Petroff was scowling and clapping her hands to bring everyone to quiet again.




    Joe straightened himself up, put on a serious face—a much too serious face—and earned a few more giggles.




    Mrs. Petroff stood and waved him off. With a none-too-happy look, she clicked her way up to the front of the room while pointing her thumb back indicating for Joe to take his seat.




    On his way back, a few hands went up to high-five Joe’s performance.
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