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The Anger Chronicles

The Anger Chronicles, Book One

Jessie Preisendorfer


To Reggie and all the kids in the foster system, past, present, and future. We see you.


Chapter One

Things that suck about being a foster kid (incomplete)

1. Changing schools

2. Being perpetually behind in school (see #1)

3. Not knowing the rules and breaking them anyway

4. Being the “outsider-est” outsider everywhere, even at home

5. Having to pretend to like everyone in the new family

 

All of the above happened to me this past year. Three times. There was more that happened to me this year. I was placed with three different foster families, went to three new schools, ran away from one super shitty caseworker (twice), met some stereotypical mean girls, and had a starring role in one viral video that ruined my life.

Things didn’t completely suck 100 percent for once in my shitty life, when, by good luck, which I never had, I met the Morgensterns. (You should know that I don’t believe in luck. I don’t know how else to explain that my placements usually suck, but this one doesn’t. I’m partially at fault for my bad placements—I have “anger issues,” according to my social worker, Rhonda the Craptastic, and I make pretty bad choices, if I’m being completely honest.)

One more thing. I almost died from the smell of bacon drifting into my room. Absolutely starving, I started down the stairs to find the bacon in my brand-new placement and tripped over a big black cat on the landing. Grabbing the railing to prevent plunging to my death, I stopped and sat with this huge cat next to me, staring at me. I tried to remember when I had eaten last—I guessed Thursday. And today was Saturday? Maybe?

I couldn’t stop thinking about the peanut butter sandwich I’d eaten under the train tracks. This was how much of an idiot I was. I could have taken the whole loaf of bread and a jar of peanut butter, but no, I packed one whole sandwich to sneak out of my last foster house. Not even an apple or anything. Idiot. (You should know that I’m not an idiot when it comes to school. I’m okay at school, when I go to school. I just “lack common sense,” according to Rhonda the Craptastic, who can rot in hell.)

Happy family sounds rose up from downstairs. That made me so angry I forgot about being hungry for, like, a minute. I wasn’t angry at the family sounds or the family. It wasn’t their fault my shitty social worker called them at midnight last night to come pick me up. I was just angry in general. I didn’t even know why. (You should also know I’m usually angry.) Sometimes, it got my attention, like now—it was there, right below my skin. Just as quickly, I only felt hungry again; the anger had slipped back beneath the surface. I heard a door open behind me.

“I hope you’re hungry. Mrs. Morgenstern always makes a nice breakfast on weekends. I hope Spock didn’t bother you. He doesn’t usually like people. He’s not as hefty as he seems. He’s under tall.” Mr. Morgenstern laughed at his own corny joke as he made his way down the stairs, stepping carefully around Spock, the huge black cat.

I remembered Mr. Morgenstern driving home. He could barely see over the steering wheel. Sitting on the stairs, I thought, He’s under tall too.

He stopped at the bottom of the stairs. Here comes the pep talk. But he simply said, “Come on in when you’re ready. I’ll save you some bacon.”

I was so hungry. So hungry. But I was sitting on the stairs in another new house. With a new family. And new rules. And eventually, new drama. Then a new new family. A burst of laughter came from the kitchen. Suddenly, I was more tired than hungry. So tired. Too tired to even be angry. I went back upstairs to the room on the third floor and crawled back into bed.


Chapter Two

WHEN I WOKE up again, it was pitch-black, except for the light beside the bed. I was even hungrier than before, which I didn’t think was even possible. I had to try to find food. I was an expert at stealing food—you had to be sometimes when you were the extra kid, and there wasn’t always enough. A couple night lights in the halls helped me find my way to the kitchen, where a light remained on over the stove in the silent house. Good. I was too hungry to be too careful.

I opened the fridge and found a plastic container with a sticky note on it that said, “Shay.” Yup, that was my name. I took out the container. Inside was a huge piece of chocolate cake. I almost drooled onto my shirt. I didn’t want to hunt for a fork, so I ate it with my hands. It was the best thing I’d ever eaten in my life. As I washed the plastic container in the sink, Mr. Morgenstern walked in wearing a fluffy robe, Spock trailing behind him. I froze, waiting to get yelled at for being up, for being in the kitchen, for eating between meals. My face got hot. I got pre-angry, which is when I get angry at people before they had a chance to get mad at me. My anger was the reason I had to leave family #4. My anger was also the reason I had to steal a peanut butter sandwich, which I ate under some train tracks.

He was more startled than me. “Oh. Hi, Shay. Good, you found the cake. Let’s have some milk.” He opened the fridge, took out the milk and a cake-sized round plastic container, then gestured to the cabinet behind me. “Grab two plates and glasses from there.”

I got out two plates and glasses. He opened the container—the rest of the chocolate cake. He cut two pieces, put them on plates, then placed one in front of me. I’d already had a piece of cake. He was probably testing me to see if I was greedy enough to take a second piece. I took a step back, peering at him. He smiled, which I decided was genuine.

I had to say, I was an excellent judge of smiles. I’ve seen my share of good ones, bad ones, fake ones, real ones. Fake ones like some teachers gave when they got a new kid in the middle of the year, already knowing we were way behind. Real ones like the good social workers gave when they checked in and it was actually going well. The secret was the eyes. If someone smiled with their eyes, it probably wasn’t a fake.

Mr. Morgenstern smiled with his eyes. I could tell it was genuine. “You missed dinner. Have a second piece.” I thought he’d begin the probing questions about school, my family, my previous foster families. Why did foster families even ask about the previous families? The social workers (whose smiles turn fake during those last visits) have told them everything. But Mr. Morgenstern took more interest in his cake. I just ate more cake and drank my milk.

He poured some milk into a bowl on the floor for Spock. “I’m not supposed to give him milk, but I can’t resist his inscrutable smile.”

I didn’t know what “inscrutable” was, but I didn’t ask. I was probably supposed to know. It was probably a vocab word they covered during a week I was switching schools. Changing schools sucked. (See item #1, top of the list.)

The cat purred loudly. I was about to ask how old Spock was, but Mr. Morgenstern got up, gathered the plates and glasses, and put them in the dishwasher.

“Good night, Shay. If you get bored, there are some books and a TV through there.” He pointed to a doorway. He smiled at me before he went back through the door to the stairs.

Spock sat, watching me. I went through the door to the room with the books and TV. He followed me.

I flicked a light switch, which turned on a desk light, revealing a large room, crowded with two couches, two lounge chairs, bookcases filled to overflowing, and a desk. A TV on a table sat in the corner. I will admit that I liked to read. Being a foster kid wasn’t cool. Being a foster kid who read was the most uncool thing ever.

Here’s what was cool, at least in the schools I’ve gone to: Fighting, smoking pot, partying, posting weird stuff on social media. Those were the cool things the cool kids did. Here was what I’ve learned from experience: Fighting got you suspended, which was bad because foster kids risked being returned to the group home if they had “repeated behavior issues” at school. Besides, I didn’t care enough about anything to actually fight about it. Also, I couldn’t afford pot, no one invited me to parties, and I didn’t have a cell phone anymore. Plus, once you were cool, there was a ton of pressure on you to stay cool. Trust me. It was harder staying cool than getting cool. So, I really didn’t care about being cool. Good thing because I was a foster who liked to read.

Reading was the best way to escape my life. In two of my foster houses, there was only one TV and, of course, the foster kids never got to control what we watched. But I could always read, living someone else’s life, in some other place, in a book.

In foster house #2—the house with the Garbage Family—there were a lot of books. The Garbage Parents also read smarty-pants magazines and threw parties for their smarty-pants friends. The only decent thing about foster house #2 was that they had good books. That was where I started reading a lot.

So, when I found this room in the Morgensterns’ house, I was a little relieved. Even if they turned out to be Garbage People, too, at least I’d be able to read. I went over to the bookcase that held a ton of books with symbols on the spine. I opened one that had a worn, cracked leather cover but couldn’t read the language inside. Next to a globe that mapped outer space instead of the Earth, I found a bunch of science fiction books. I grabbed the one labeled Dune, which had a desert on the cover.

I turned on the light next to one of the large, inviting chairs, grabbed the blanket from the back of the chair and settled in. Immediately, Spock jumped up and curled around in a ball, right on my feet.


Chapter Three

SO, THIS BOOK, Dune, don’t even get me started. It’s amazing. I can’t even begin to describe it. This isn’t a book report, but you should read it if science fiction, revenge, mysticism, politics, and extreme environments interest you. Oh, and giant worms that live under the sand, waiting to swallow people whole.

I must have read for a couple hours because when Mr. Morgenstern popped in eventually, I noticed it was light out.

He said, “Good morning. What are you reading?” I showed him the book, which got him excited. “Dune! I haven’t read that in years! What do you think?”

I told him I thought the Bene Gesserits were cool. He beamed.

“My niece, Anna, wanted to be a Bene Gesserit after she read this. She’s a lawyer for Planned Parenthood now.” He nodded at the cat, who stared back at him. “Spock doesn’t usually tolerate anybody. Breakfast is in about an hour. Your backpack is in your room if you want to change.”

I realized how gross I was, wearing the same clothes from the night I got here. It’d been a day (or two? Ugh, three?) since I last showered. I folded the blanket, put it back on the chair, and headed upstairs. Halfway up, Mrs. Morgenstern came out of a room. She had to be almost a foot taller than Mr. Morgenstern and as narrow as Mr. Morgenstern was wide.

She said, “Good morning, Shay. I’m glad you’re here. There are towels in the closet in the bathroom for when you want to shower. There is shampoo and conditioner in the closet, too, along with extra toothbrushes. Help yourself. There’s plenty of time before breakfast.”

I nodded, “I think I will. Thanks.” I returned to my room, pulled out some clothes from my backpack that passed the smell test, then went back to the bathroom with towels, shampoo, and conditioner. After, I made my way back downstairs to the kitchen, where Mrs. Morgenstern was at the stove. She turned, waved, then continued flipping pancakes, making bacon, and buttering toast, all at the same time.

“Hi, Shay! Breakfast is almost ready. Would you set the table?” Without waiting for me to answer, she gestured to a cabinet over the counter. “Plates are up there. Forks and knives are in that drawer.” She pointed. “Five place settings, please. Put two by the bench.”

I did as requested.

Mrs. Morgenstern poured some batter on the griddle, then turned, spatula in hand. She smiled at me. (Smile judging: genuine.) “The boys will be here in a minute. They’ll want to know everything about you. The secret is…” She lowered her voice, turning her head to see if anyone was close by. I checked, too, then realized she was joking. “…they won’t remember anything you say, so if there’s anything you don’t want to tell them, make up the answer. They mostly want your attention.”

I’d never had an adult tell me to lie to a kid before, but it turned out to be good advice.

Suddenly, two boys burst through the kitchen door, locked in a struggle over what appeared to be an action figure with a Barbie head and a fish bottom. I guessed they were about eight years old. They were completely identical, even dressed the same. Then, they saw me. Everything came to a complete stop, and then mayhem erupted as they came charging over to me.

“I’m Nathan / I’m Eli.” They both reached out to shake my hand. I knew it was a contest, so I couldn’t shake either one first. I held out both of my hands in fists. Immediately, they put theirs into little fists to bump mine at the same time.

“Are you Shay? What grade are you in? Where are you from? What’s your favorite color? Are you in high school? Is chocolate your favorite? Are you Jewish too? Can you tell us apart?”

Then, they stopped, waiting as if they actually expected answers. I couldn’t help it; they were pretty cute. I laughed out loud.

“I told you.” Mrs. Morgenstern laughed, flipping pancakes.

The twins continued to wait for answers.

“I’m in eighth grade,” I said, answering the easiest question.

They turned to their mother. “Did you put bananas in the pancakes? Can I have toast instead? Is that Shay?”

Mrs. M. said, “Nathan, can you pour milk for you and your brother and Shay?”

Nathan darted to the refrigerator, declaring, “Shay is sitting next to me on the bench.”

Eli said, “Me too,” as Nathan poured three glasses of milk.

Nathan said, “There isn’t room for all three of us on the bench, dummy.”

Eli yelled, “I’m not a dummy” before bursting into tears. He ran to the door, right into his father, who was coming in. Eli pushed past him, out of the kitchen.

Nathan’s lower lip trembled, his eyes filling with tears. I didn’t know what the big deal was. I figured maybe it was because they were fighting over sitting next to me.

“What happened?” asked Mr. M. I immediately apologized for causing trouble.

Mrs. M shook her head. “It wasn’t you, Shay. Nathan, tell your father what happened, then go apologize to Eli.”

Nathan’s eyes spilled over as he blurted, “I called him a dummy. I’m sorry. I forgot I’m not supposed to do that. He’s not a dummy. I’m the dummy.”

Mrs. Morgenstern put her hand on his shoulder. “You’re not a dummy, Nathan. No one is a dummy. Go apologize. Tell him breakfast is ready. There’s rye toast for him.”

Nathan put the milk on the table and left the room.

I knew it was still probably about me. I apologized again. Then I offered to eat in my room to make it easier, explaining that I did that at foster house #3; none of the foster kids ever ate with the real family.

They exchanged a look. Mrs. Morgenstern said, “Whatever you want, but we have plenty of room.”

The boys came crashing back into the room, laughing.

“Boys, on your bench,” Mrs. M said. “Shay, your seat is across the table. We’d prefer you to eat with us, but after one meal with the boys, you may change your mind. Heck, we I may join you.”

Mr. Morgenstern casually gestured to the chair across from the bench.

I took the chair as the boys quickly sat on their bench, quietly staring at me. Mrs. Morgenstern brought over a large plate of pancakes and a plate of bacon, which smelled similar to regular bacon but wasn’t. Then, she brought over a small plate with buttered slices of rye toast. She began piling pancakes and bacon on Nathan’s plate as Eli helped himself to toast.

Once everyone began eating, Nathan asked me, “Where are your parents?”

My mother died of a drug overdose; my loser father was in prison. I almost told the truth to this nosy kid, but I paused as my face got red, my first bite of pancake halfway to my mouth. Suddenly, I couldn’t eat because my mouth had gone dry with pre-anger. Pre-anger never leads to anything except anger. I didn’t want to snap at a little kid. Not on my first day. Gotta make nice with the real kids.

Good thing I was an expert deflector—of conversations, arguments, feelings. I asked him, “Did you make that Barbie-head doll?”

Nathan jumped up and grabbed the doll off the counter. He shoved it to me across the table. “It’s not a doll. It’s an action figure because I’m a boy.”

I turned it over in my hands. It was actually pretty cool-looking. I nodded at him. “This is pretty cool-looking.”

Nathan smiled broadly. I’d saved it. I hadn’t snapped at one of the real kids. Nice work, Shay. Then I beefed it.

“Beefed it” meant to ruin something. My good social worker (the one before my current piece-of-shit social worker) used to say that to me—“Well, Shay, you really beefed it here”—when I screwed up at a placement. I didn’t know why I beefed it with Nathan. Maybe I still stung about the parent question. I teased him. “I have it now, and I’m a girl. Does that make it a doll?”

Mr. Morgenstern snorted with laughter, quickly turning it into a cough.

Nathan looked at his father, then back at me. Kids were really good at picking up on subtle shit; he knew there was an edge to my teasing. He held his hand out silently. I hesitated, as though I was going to keep the doll. Which I wasn’t, of course, but I still hesitated handing the kid his toy back. Pre-anger drained slowly; I hated myself for it. Everyone turned to me, so I handed it back to Nathan. “It’s an action figure,” he said quietly.

Then, Mr. Morgenstern said, “Pancakes are divine, hon. Thanks.”

Eli chirped, “Great toast, Mom!”

They either didn’t notice what I had done, or they were trying to pretend it hadn’t happened.

I decided to play along. “This bacon is different. It’s good but different.”

Eli said, “It’s turkey, but it smells like regular bacon! We’re Jewish, but we can eat pork, but we like turkey bacon better. Do you like turkey bacon better? Are you Jewish? We’re Reform. Are you Orthodox?”

He waited. It got quiet. These twins and their tag-team awkward questions. But Queen Deflector was ready.

“This turkey bacon is good.”

Eli turned to Nathan. “I told you she would like it.” Nathan made a face at his brother.

After breakfast, I tried to help clear the table, but Mrs. Morgenstern stopped me.

“Not today,” she said. “We’ll get you on the chore list next week. But for now, unpack. Settle in upstairs. Okay?”

That made me super uncomfortable. I wasn’t used to doing nothing. “I’m used to doing the dishes and cleaning up after meals.”

Eli said, “Were you a maid at your last house? Did you have to clean the bathroom? Stinky!”

Nathan chimed in. “We have to put our clothes away after Mom washes them. We’re like maids too.”

This next part was a good example of how much of a baby I could be. I got really upset about being called a “maid.” My face got hot again as I skipped right over pre-angry to regular angry. My grandma had been someone’s housekeeper. Every night she’d come home exhausted.

I yelled, “I wasn’t a maid,” then followed this up by storming out of the kitchen. Super cringe, right? As soon as I got to my room, I berated myself for yelling at the real kids. I sat there mentally beating myself up for a while because they’d move me back to the group home again if I kept yelling at the real family children. I didn’t want to go back to the group home. I really didn’t. Not yet.

A few minutes later, there was a knock on the door. I didn’t want to talk to anybody, so I ignored it.

After a couple seconds, Eli said, “It’s Eli. Can I come in?”

Sigh. “Try to control yourself, dummy,” I said to myself. “Sure,” I said out loud.

He came in and stood just inside the door. He was scared of me. Made sense because I was a monster. “Sorry I asked if you were a maid.”

“Aww, Eli, thanks. That’s not why I got upset. It wasn’t because of what you said. But thanks.”

He stood there.

Then, I saw he was holding a piece of paper. “What’s that?”

Eli walked over to the bed and handed it to me. “I’m dyslexic. I’m in a special class for reading at school. I only found out this year.”

“Oh. Okay. Is this your school work?”

He climbed up onto the bed. “Homework.”

“You had homework over the weekend?” I asked. He nodded. I shook my head. “That stinks. Do you need any help?” I checked the paper. “Find the nonsense words. I think you got them all.”

He shook his head. “Nathan had to help me find them. I’m not that good a reader. I just want you to know I’m dyslexic.”

I didn’t know what to say. “Oh. Okay. Thanks for letting me know.”

He was waiting for me to trade secrets with him, so I found one that wasn’t nearly the worst.

“Um, you should know this about me. This is my fifth foster house.”

Eli sat there for a few seconds. I could see he was thinking. Then he asked, “Is that a lot?”

I didn’t want to scare him, but I also didn’t want to lie or deflect right now. “Kind of a lot.”

“Oh. Okay.” Eli was just a kid, but I didn’t catch any judgment or disapproval in his voice. He hopped down, clutching his homework paper. He pointed behind me and said, “He doesn’t like anybody,” then left.

I turned to see that hefty cat, Spock, sitting on the bed, squinting at me. I couldn’t read him at all. Suddenly, I knew what “inscrutable” meant.


Chapter Four

(YOU SHOULD KNOW that #1, I lie a lot, and #2, I am an excellent liar. The first person I lied to at this placement was Mr. Morgenstern. Or rather, Mr. M.)

“Call us Mr. and Mrs. M,” he said. “To save time,” he said, laughing at his own corny joke. It was so dumb that he laughed at his own jokes. THAT was the funny part, in my humble opinion.

The next day was Sunday, so it was pretty chill. It turned out the boys were getting over colds. Identical twins got identical germs, I guessed. I wasn’t worried about getting sick because I’d spent enough time in group homes to develop a pretty strong immune system. Lunch was canned noodle soup (which I love), made even better because Mrs. M buttered saltines for the twins and me. It was delicious. I didn’t even know you could butter saltines.

Immediately after lunch, I told the first lie of the day, the one to Mr. M. The twins were working on science projects for school with Mrs. M, and Mr. M was planning to visit his mother in a nursing home. The twins couldn’t go because of their twin colds. When Mr. M asked if I wanted to go, I quickly said, “No.” Then, The First Lie. “Because I have a sore throat.” Lies were more believable if you added the right amount of detail. I added, “I probably caught the twins’ cold.” Totally believable, right? I lied because I didn’t like being around old people. I wasn’t sorry about lying. (I never am.)

Old people stared at me; they couldn’t tell if I was a girl or a boy or what just because I had short hair and no boobs. Also, there were always a lot of questions. Rapid fire, like the twins, except they wanted information fast.

“What do you want to be when you grow up? Where are your parents? What religion are you? Do you want to be Catholic? Is “Shay” a girl’s name or a boy’s name? Have you ever done drugs? Are you sure you don’t want to be Catholic?” I was sure Mr. M’s mother was as nice as he was. I really couldn’t handle the questions.

I also had important plans for the day. My day would be almost entirely spent dreading the worst part of a new placement—the first day at a new school. It’d be a nightmare. Again. I was starting at the local middle school in eighth grade, plop in the middle of the year. Tomorrow, Mrs. M and I would register me for school and get me a uniform.

I spent most of the day in the library room, reading Dune while dreading school. Occasionally, I was called into the kitchen to ooh and ah about the science projects. Nathan was making a 3D model of the surface of the moon, so he was covered in flour and paste. Eli was doing a trifold about the life cycle of a frog, so he was covered in green marker and spent a lot of time hopping around the kitchen ribbeting.

Right after dinner, Mr. and Mrs. M and I sat in the kitchen and talked about the rules. Every house had rules, but only some foster parents actually told you what they were before you got in trouble for breaking them. Anyway, the list:

 

The Morgenstern Rules

1. Homework gets done every day after school. (I can’t wait to watch the twins do homework without fighting. Spoiler alert, they fight every day.)

2. Empty the dishwasher and help clear the table

3. Bedtime is at 9:00 p.m., but I can read until 10:00 if I want. (Kind of early, but whatever.)

4. Using the computer is fine, but they would monitor where I go online

5. I can share the TV with the twins as long as we don’t watch anything too scary (Nathan scares easily.) or with cursing (Eli will curse.)

6. I have to clean my own room and bathroom. (My own room? My own bathroom? First time for both, so yeah, you bet they’ll be clean.)

7. I get an allowance of 10 dollars per week. (Amazing. I don’t have to do anything to get it. If I don’t do my chores or get in trouble, I lose TV and internet, not the 10 dollars per week.)

8. I have weekly appointments with a shrink. (Yuck, but whatever. My own bathroom!)

 

After the talk, Mr. M asked me how my sore throat was. I lied again.

“Still hurts.” I didn’t count that as a separate lie because it was the first one repeated. (I mean, I understand that I lied twice to this person; I’m just saying it’s one total lie.)

I thought he was disappointed. Worse, I knew he knew that I was lying. It was weird to have been caught doing it. I thought maybe he wanted to say something else, but he didn’t. He probably wanted to scold me about the lying but didn’t have the guts. Mrs. M had a strange expression on her face, I figured it was probably disappointment too. Right on schedule. She must have known I was lying too. Whatever. It was one lie, twice. It was really starting to bother me that they caught on to me this easily.

She stood up. “Okay, Shay. That’s it for the rules talk. Any questions?”

I shook my head, waiting for her to call me out on my lie. She didn’t.

“Time for the twins to have their bath, and then it’s bedtime. Shay, we have a few errands to run tomorrow, so maybe you should go to bed early tonight, you know, because of your sore throat.” She totally knew I was lying.

Now, I felt bad for lying, which was immediately followed by feeling pre-angry for feeling bad. But who was I even angry at? I didn’t know. I nodded with my head down.

“After we run our errands,” she continued, “we’ll stop at the Big City Diner for lunch. I love that place.” She smiled at me (genuine). My face got hot from embarrassment at being caught in a lie. I tried to smile back but failed spectacularly—it was probably more of a grimace. “I’m glad you’re here, Shay. See you in the morning.” She left the kitchen.

Mr. M said, “Shay, we’re adjusting too. If something makes you uncomfortable, let us know.” He paused as if waiting for me to come clean.

I wasn’t ready to reveal my terrible secrets to a stranger. Luckily, I came up with something so he’d leave me alone. “So far, so good. Having my own bathroom is cool, thanks.”

I had to get out of there. “I’ll go to bed and read for a while.”

“Okay, Shay. Hope you feel better tomorrow.”

I wondered if he meant about my anger, then realized he was talking about my sore throat. “Thanks.”

I escaped upstairs to my own bedroom with my own bathroom, which I scrubbed thoroughly even though someone had cleaned it before I got here. Guilt cleaning, I guessed.


Chapter Five

EVERYONE WAS UP early on Monday. The twins were over their colds, so they were getting ready for school. I stayed upstairs until I heard them leave. Then I went downstairs.

“Good morning, Shay.” Mrs. M smiled as she handed me a cereal bowl. “I hope you’re not disappointed we’re not having pancakes again.”

“No, of course not. Cereal is great.” It really was. Most times at the Berry’s (family #4), I showed up too late for milk and ate dry cereal. There was a whole gallon sitting on the counter today though. I sat there, crunching.

I lied to Mrs. M immediately as we got into the car to start our day. The worst part was, it was a stupid lie.

She asked, “So, are you looking forward to school tomorrow?”

I immediately lied. “Yeah.”

First of all, it was a dumb question. No kid ever, EVER, in the history of everything, ever said “Yes” to that question. Even if some kid was corny enough to actually be looking forward to school, they’d NEVER admit it. Second of all, she deserved to be lied to because of asking that dumb question. She glanced at me, then backed out of the driveway. Ugh. Caught lying again. I was off my game.

Our first stop was a stone building that appeared to be a church.

“This is our synagogue. I have to pick up some papers. Come on inside if you want.”

I followed her. We walked past a group of bundled up little kids outside playing.

“Good morning, Rabbi Morgenstern,” one of the women monitoring the kids said.

“Good morning, Maya. How is your mother?”

“She’s feeling better, thanks.”

Mrs. M was a rabbi? That was kind of cool—she wasn’t wearing a gown or a frock or a robe or anything. Her being a rabbi was sort of a secret identity. We went inside to her office. The small room held a wooden desk, two chairs, a coat rack, and bookcases on three walls. The desk had orderly stacks of papers on it.

“This is where I work, Shay. I’m the rabbi of this congregation. You know what a rabbi is?”

I nodded. “You’re like a priest.”

She shook her head. “Rabbis and priests are quite different, actually. I’m more of a teacher. I teach the Torah, which is Jewish law. And I’m the spiritual leader of this congregation.”

She grabbed a few folders off the desk. “Want a quick tour?”

I nodded again. She showed me the synagogue. It was cathedral-like, with stained glass windows. I imagined people filling the space, sitting on the wooden benches, with Mrs. M leading them, standing up front. I thought it was kind of cool that she was in charge of this whole thing. She had a key to this closet that held ancient scrolls—that was pretty cool too.

After the synagogue, we stopped at the school administration building to drop off my paperwork for the Big First Day Nightmare tomorrow. The secretary sent us back to the Records Department after staring at us a little too long. I knew he could tell we weren’t related. The lady in Records took the fat envelope out of Mrs. M’s hands. She shuffled through the papers, and then her face changed.

Oh no. Pity. I got pre-angry and waited for the Records lady to make the sympathy “tsk” noise, do the pity tilt with her head, or say something overly kind.

She didn’t do any one of those things. She did all three. “Tsk, Shay” Head tilt. Then, “You must be very brave.”

Pre-angry to angry in one millisecond, I opened my mouth to say something, but then Mrs. M stepped in.

“We have an appointment in twenty minutes; if you don’t mind making a copy of those papers, we can be on our way.”

We didn’t have an appointment in twenty minutes. Rabbi Morgenstern had just lied to the Records Lady. I gaped at Rabbi M with my mouth still open. I shut my mouth.

Records Lady took the papers out into the main room. A minute later, we heard the copier. When I snuck a peek at Mrs. M., I was surprised to see that she looked mad. She turned to me.

“You look mad,” she said.

“So do you,” I blurted.

“Yep.”

Records Lady came back, head still titled in pity, smiling too kindly at me again. Mrs. M took the papers, shoved them back into the envelope, and handed them to me.

“Shay,” she said, “please go wait outside.”

After silently taking the papers, I walked out. Mrs. M came out a minute later, chirped the car unlocked, and we got in. She started the car and put it in reverse. Then she turned to me.

“I told her she was being condescending to you. You’re fourteen, and you don’t need adults treating you as if you’re five. I didn’t want to embarrass you or her. That’s why I asked you to come out here.”

I really wanted to tell her how surprised I was that she’d seen all those things. I also wanted to tell her, “Thank you,” but that didn’t seem enough. So then, I thought I would say, “Thank you very much,” but I wasn’t writing a thank-you note. By this time, I should have said something, anything. My pre-anger had melted into gratitude, but I didn’t trust gratitude, so I said, “Okay.”

She turned to me. I was afraid she’d try to talk to me, but she turned back and pulled out of the parking space without saying anything.

After a few moments, she said, “We have to go to your new school and check you in there.”

“Okay,” I said again because it was the only word I knew.

Consolidated Middle was located in a factorylike building. I half expected steam to be pouring out of smokestacks. I pictured students punching in at a time clock every morning, carrying lunch pails, wearing hard hats.

“You can walk to school tomorrow, or we can drop you off,” Mrs. M said as we parked. “After that, I can either walk part way with you or tell you how to get here. It’s pretty easy.”

“Okay,” again. Again!

Mrs. M turned to me and then away. Finally, she stopped on the sidewalk. “How many times have you done this? Switched school midyear.”

I counted in my head. “This is my third time this year. Five times total.”

“That’s a lot of switching.” She added when I shrugged, “This is a good school. Built like a factory, but it’s a good school.”

I said, “Okay,” because that was my new favorite word.

At that point, a class came outside, screaming and tearing toward the playground. They were young, maybe sixth graders. We turned to each other; she rolled her eyes.

That totally caught me off guard. I went, “Ha!” and she smiled.

We got buzzed into the school. The smell hit me immediately—all schools smelled the same, a combination of disinfectant mixed with lunch. Middle schools also smelled like middle schoolers. (If you don’t know that smell, you’re lucky.)

When we entered the office, the secretary was on the phone. She gestured to two chairs.

A girl sat in one of the other chairs. She said to me, “What did you do?”

I was confused. “What?”

“Why’s your mom here?” She thought I was in trouble.

“I didn’t do anything. What did you do?”

The girl rolled her eyes. “I almost fought with this girl, Jamie. I told her to wait until after school, but she started running her mouth during science.”

“Mrs. Morgenstern?” The secretary, Ms. Mozier, called us back through the swinging half door to her desk.

The girl said to Ms. Mozier, “Sure, take them first. I’m missing math class, but I guess that isn’t as important as these people.”

Ms. Mozier said, “Charlotte, you’re not going to math today.”

“Well, can you have somebody bring my books up here at least? They’re outside Mr. Hamilton’s class.”

Mrs. Mozier didn’t answer but picked up the phone and punched in four numbers. “Hi, LaTasha. Can you ask Mr. Hamilton to send Charlotte’s books to the office? Thank you.” Hanging up, she turned to the closed door to her left, then said loudly, “Principal Parkson—Mrs. Morgenstern and Shay are here. We’ll be in the conference room.” She led us into a room off the main office with a long table and padded chairs.

Mrs. M and I sat on one side. A really tall Black woman entered.

“Hi, Shay, Mrs. Morgenstern. I’m Principal Parkson.” She reached over the table and extended her hand. I shook it. “Welcome to Consolidated Middle School.”

The door pushed open, and a man entered. He was white and sizeable—both tall and wide—and had a huge stack of papers in one hand and a pen and a coffee cup in the other. He held the pen and cup so awkwardly that coffee sloshed around but didn’t spill, like he was in a cartoon. He carefully placed everything down on the table. I held my breath as the coffee sloshed some more. Inside my head, I said a whew when the cup was level on the table.

“Hi, Shay.” He smiled, giving me some serious eye contact. “I’m your guidance counselor, Mr. Stetson. Nice to meet you, partner.” Except he said that last part with a fake cowboy drawl that made “partner” into “pod-nah.”

Great. I knew I could expect more corny jokes from my new best friend, my guidance counselor. At least I knew how to play their game. “Nice to meet you, pod-nah,” I said back. The adults smiled approvingly.

They registered me for six classes: math, science, social studies, language arts, and art. I was in some dumb homeroom, too, where everyone already knew each other because it was February.

“I’ll meet you out front before school tomorrow to walk you to homeroom. Here’s your schedule. You’ll need four notebooks, pencils, pens. You know, school stuff. Do you have a uniform yet? Bring shorts and a T-shirt for gym class on Thursday.” Mr. Pod-nah sat back, speech successfully given.

“Oh. Ms. Peete,” he continued, “the social worker, runs a girls’ group on Fridays at lunch. I signed you up this week. Go, check it out once, you don’t have to go back if you don’t want to.” He slid a paper over to me—my schedule: classes, times, room numbers—with a handwritten note at the bottom that said Fri lunch, Ms. Peete, room 103 basement. He said, “I’ll try to remember to get someone to show you where room 103 is. If I forget, ask your science teacher.”

Mrs. M asked about lunch.

Principal Parkson responded with, “Shay qualifies for free lunch and breakfast if she gets here by 8:15.” She turned to me. “Tomorrow, come in the front door so Mr. Stetson can meet you. I’m glad you’re here, Shay. Do you have any questions?”

I pointed to my schedule. “This says ‘locker number.’ Do you have lockers here?”

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
The Anqer
Chronic c:Ies

Jessie Preisenclor{er






OEBPS/image0.jpg





