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“And then I said to him... ‘Well, that’s what would happen if you dropped hot wax on Uranus!’ ” 

I glanced over the many, many familiar faces of the crowd ahead, giving way to a breathy laugh. Well, a laugh from me—they all remained deathly still. 

“Get it, guys?” I continued. “Because, I mean, I never passed astronomy with Mr. Assteriod, probably mainly on account of the fact that I never took anatomy with Mr. Assteriod... but, I’m pretty sure that, if you were to drop a bomb of boiling wax meant to peel hair follicles right from the source directly into the atmosphere of the planet Uranus, it would implode just like the diarrheal spell I had that day.” I nodded. “So, needless to say, that wax-based enema actually did work...”

Another premature pop of red and gold streamers fell from the gymnasium ceiling above us, and I craned my head to the right, back at Mrs. Chopps, who was incessantly scrolling on a smartphone that was held less than a quarter of an inch underneath her round-rimmed glasses. 

“Right...” I cleared my throat of a mucosal glob. “Well...”

I leaned back on my heels, squeaking the bottoms of my latest footwear of choice: a pair of men’s size eleven camouflage hunting boots, provided courtesy of my new stepfather’s closet, which, actually, was really my closet but, seeing as how it had been sitting empty and void of any real wardrobe or storage items the past year... well, my more legitimate father informed me that it would just ‘be a crime’ to not share it with his new illegitimate husband. Unless, that is, they both arranged a date to file their incomplete marriage certificate with a forged signature of my own hand at the Talket County courthouse, faked each of their own deaths by driving each other’s respective disintegrating vehicles into nearby Green Lake, and then filed more paperwork at the courthouse to pick up the life insurance claims on each other before they both fled with their money across the border of Canada and bought a golf course-sized log cabin in the forests of Ontario—all of which they have not yet done and probably never will do, meaning their matrimony will never really be legal, as far as I’m concerned.

“I’m not really sure why I, of all one-hundred and forty students still left in this graduating class of twenty—seventeen, A.D., after the school office’s eighties-era attendance computing systems went black last week and erased all existence of all transcripts held by every Central Talket senior with a last name beginning with letters M through Z... was chosen to give an unsolicited motivational TED Talk on what’s supposed to be our collective day of...” I swallowed down another mucosal throat booger, then glanced between the crowd ahead and Mrs. Chopps as she began twirling slightly side to side, pointing the head of her phone down at the podium floor underneath the two of us, her flashlight setting turned on all the while. “You know, why couldn’t you just get the actual valedictorian to do this instead?”

Mrs. Chopps’s glasses slid off the brim of her nose, bounced off the podium ground, and tumbled over the six-inch ledge to smash on the gym floor in front of us as she continued to frantically flash her white LED light over her own two boot-covered toes. 

“Ah...” she mumbled, stooping to scoop up some tiny black dot-shaped object before she stepped in closer to me. “What was that, dear?”

I narrowed a brow at the shape in her fingers, which seemed to wiggle on its own. 

“The, uh, valedictorian,” I grumbled. “Where is she?”

Mrs. Chopps held out her hand toward me, and I realized soon enough that the wiggling dot was actually a relatively large black tick with a round, fat body. 

“Oh, are you talking about Sabrina, dear?” She raised her white brows back at me. “She had to do some travel for something or other... I think her parents said it was for her soon-to-be incredibly explosive, internationally renowned musical career.” 

I winced backward from the crawling tick on her yellowing fingernails, but then she turned sideways and blew a puff of air at it, flinging it toward the silent herd of one hundred and forty kids in metal folding chairs set before the stage-like platform we stood upon. 

“That Carpenter girl didn’t even go here,” I growled, watching the pest fly into the face of Andrew Andrews, a fellow senior in the front row, who immediately began flapping his arms at it like a diseased crow under his black graduation gown. “Her so-called advertisement manager only came here to sneak into the school during the sixty-eighth fire evacuation of last December and leave flyers for some overrated Disney show all over the ashes left in the second to last science lab...”

“And I happened to think that that show was quite lovely,” Mrs. Chopped said, smoothing out the front of her cheetah-print maxi dress. “Which is why I decided to name Miss Carpenter our honorary valedictorian, because it seems that she’s going to become much more successful than any other eighteen-year-old I’ve come in contact with this year.” 

I rolled my eyes, then turned my head back toward the microphone held up on a U-shaped stand on the wobbly wooden podium in front of me, although my giant nose bumped into it in the process, and the whole gym erupted with a cosmic boom as a result. 

“Well, anyway, then...” I fixed the mic as a bunch of kids in the folding chairs covered their ears. “I guess, since no one else is going to come and save me from the uncomfortably unfortunate role of representative class speaker here...” I tapped a jagged-edged nail on the side of the podium. “I might as well share some words of advice for us all to never think about ever again after we each take turns exiting the school’s back doors and throwing our caps onto the bonfire in the staff parking lot that the newly hired custodian cooks all of his lunch break meals over.” I nodded and, now, banged my forehead on the thousand minuscule holes of the microphone. “So, here goes...” 

As I rubbed at my head, right under my aforementioned black cap, Mrs. Chopps shuffled around my backside. 

“Tomorrow, some of you are going to up and move away to the big, big city... Green Bay, I mean.” I nodded, feeling the fraying yarn on the top of my cap shake back and forth with my head. “Which, I’ll estimate, will be about thirty-four percent of you... basically, all of the football players, who will all, I’m assuming, sign up and try out for the Packers’ summer camp. And, during those tryouts, as I predict, some of you...” I let my eyes land on Grody Peeman, a starkly overhunched boy in the second to last row of seated seniors who was currently chewing on a strand of his own overgrown blonde afro, and I recalled that he just so happened to be the school’s sole quarterback for the past six years after he had been held back not once, not twice, but three times, making him over twenty-one years old on this very day. “Actually, scratch that... all of you will fail... but, you know, that’s okay, guys, because failing is just something we are all going to go through after today. Just like...” I flipped a hand up to gesture with, and it whacked Mrs. Chopps in her wrinkled cheek. “Well, another thirty-two percent of you are likely going to get into the University of Wisconsin with faked transcriptions and then get kicked out after organizing a plot to poison the lactose-intolerant dean with ice cream bars mislabeled as ‘dairy-free’ that also fails miserably...” I knocked my knuckles on the podium I stood at. “And then another thirty-three percent of you are probably going to become shameless, self-proclaimed failures after you sign that petition and pact to stay at home and mooch off of your parents’ finances for the next solid thirty-five years that I spy going around on that clipboard in the crowd right there...” I pointed at said clipboard, which was currently being signed by Lily Fischer, a girl I had not even been in contact with for well over a year but was sure had to be an undiagnosed narcoleptic because her eyes were constantly at half-mast and she spent eighty-nine percent of her day yawning. “And, as for the remaining one percent of you, as I’m sure you’re wondering, are those that I believe are going to follow me, actually, in the organized occult that I plan to create and schedule for regular Wednesday night meetings starting next week...” And now my gaze trailed back to the center of the very front row, where Stella Anderson sat, her legs crossed and her wide doe eyes blinking up at me, her own cap yarn stuck in her pink lip gloss as she flashed me a smile and two thumbs up. “And, as leader of that cult, I’m obligated to disclose that some of you may die...” I smirked from Stella to the rest of the seniors. “But, it’s a sacrifice I am willing to make...”

Just then, a giant black bug dropped onto the tip of my nose, and I hopped back, shrieked out a sound that sounded similar to such a sound that a cow in labor might make, and flapped my arms around my head. 

“That’s nice, deary,” Mrs. Chopps began. “But I don’t think anyone else is going to want to follow a cult leader who’s afraid of a little spider like you...”

I froze in place as she flicked at my nose, scratching a cut in my skin with her untrimmed, chipping nails, and flinging the insect once again at Andrew Andrews, seated below us. 

“I—I’m not actually going to start a cult; I was just trying to have a Lord Farquad moment...” I grumbled, now brushing at my open-front graduation gown, which, for the record, smelled like boiled broccoli and nutmeg, even though it was a rental that the high school claimed to have dry cleaned in between each graduating class, even though the two dry cleaning businesses left in Talket County were shut down by 2009 due to constant diseased rat infestations. “And, anyway, that was definitely not a spider, it was a tick pumped full of Lyme disease and parasitic—”

“Well, anywho...” Mrs. Chopps knocked her five-ton granite shoulder into my chin, which would have consequently knocked out some of my teeth, too, if I would have had any left. “If you don’t have anything left to say... don’t say anything else at all!” 

I groaned as I shuffled my hunting boots backward; all the while, Mrs. Chopps elbowed her way in between me and the rickety podium. 

“Now, students, please stand and enjoy this performance prepared specifically for this momentous occasion...” she began to boom in the gymnasium’s microphone, then swiped her right hand to, well, the right. “Put on by the freshman band!”

As I inched my way over to her lefthand side, I noted that not one robed student in the crowd of folding chairs ahead stood. And then, naturally, the echo of her voice fell into a grainy silence. 

“Or, wait, no...” Mrs. Chopps echoed once again. “It was... the junior varsity show choir!”

She began to clap furiously, only to be met with another stony silence. At the same time as that, I trailed my eyes around her equally stony, boulder-shaped shoulders, then noticed a dark shadow of a figure, possibly an apparition, walk past the windows of the double exit doors near the edge of the tiny stage area. Squinting, I leaned more forward to make out the figure as it hovered for a moment, but then Mrs. Chopps slapped her left hand right across the flesh of my forehead, gesturing at the crowd once more. 

“No, no... it was—” she started, but I now flicked her hand off of my face and shouted over her. 

“For the last time, Chopps, this school does not have a drama-slash-French-slash-glee-slash-speech-slash-amateur-photography-of-wildly-inappropriate-yearbook-candids club!”

Immediately after the words fled my tongue, a harsh click of two consecutive high-heeled shoes clanked on the far right, and I snapped my head toward the sound just in time to see a tall, thin woman with a long, black ponytail step up the two stage stairs, right as the gym double doors seemed to swing shut behind her back. 

“Are you sure about that?” she asked, a slight smirk crossing her lips. 

I stared at her, my mouth gaping open, while I slid backward from the mic-ed-up podium. And, just as I held up a finger and took one additional step into her direction, she swiped a bulky, black digital camera from the inside of her knee-length trench coat, tapped the device’s shutter button, and flashed an overpowering LED white light at my eyes. 

“Uh—” I grunted, rubbing at my eyelids as I continued to stumble, now well-blinded, toward her. 

“Oo, your fly’s down, Emma...” the woman mumbled. “Perfect for the grad cover page, of course, though...” She stomped right up to my front side. “Just kidding—but I am gonna hold onto that one for the kids...”

“Who...” I went on grumbling, straining to see the girl’s facial features, which certainly resembled someone who... well, you know. “Are...” 

Before I could finish, Mrs. Chopps let out a, “Well, the sooner we get this thing over with, the sooner you all become county taxpayers who will fund the school’s future Christmas bonus checks!” and hit some button on her podium that sounded off a bass-heavy tune over the loudspeakers. 

“Oh, you’ll find out who I am soon enough...” the lady whispered in my ear, now poking at the tip of my nose not once, not twice, but thrice. “And look at those cheekbones...” She thumbed the sides of my ears, and her hands were steaming hotter than a sauna on Miami Beach. “Not too high, not too low... they’re gonna be real cute in some utterly unattractive way..."

I kept on squinting as the crowd of fellow seniors finally stood, beginning to high-five one another and sing along with the chorus lyrics of the song currently playing, which I soon realized was “In Da Club” by 50 Cent. And then, quickly, I grabbed at her wrists and lowered her probing fingers from my facial pores. 

“I sure hope you’re not planning to slowly skin and slaughter me alive by cutting off each and every inch of my bodily flesh with an unsharpened butter knife and then scatter my decomposing parts all over a hog farm troff before I even get a chance to start on my post-graduation plans to open a pet bakery that serves dog treats only made from expired Spam that’s shoved into miniature paw print shapes...” 

The woman leaned back a bit, raising a trimmed eyebrow at me before she raised her voice under the cheers of the graduating crowd beside us. 

“Ugh, I hope they don’t end up having your abrasive personality...” She shook her head, and then smirked, again. “Oh, well, what’s done is done...”

I raised my own brows. 

“Who’s h—” I began, but was quickly stopped when Mrs. Chopps snatched my shoulder and spun me around. 

“Oh, dear, I can’t get the streamers to work!” she yelled, and then she shoved a white remote control right into my right boob. “You need to figure it out for me, hon...”

My hands scrambled to catch the remote before it bounced off of my C-cup and onto the stage ground, and then I flipped it over a time or two, rubbing a thumb over the two sole, rubberized buttons on it; one was labeled ‘DEPLOY’ and one was labeled ‘DESTROY’, all in thick black lettering. 

“Um...” I began, then glanced up at Chopps, noticed her physically bite off two of her disintegrated fingernails from the bases of her cuticles, and then tapped the ‘DESTROY’ button, just because why not. “This one?” 

Mrs. Chopps looked from the crowd, which was still singing/rapping along with the tune of the large room, and then back at me. 

“No, dear,” she shook her head. “The other one, I think, and you’ve gotta press it really, really hard!” She waved her hands around. “Now, hurry, please, before they all start humping each other out there!”

I looked at the two buttons of the remote, shrugged, pointed the device up at the ceiling rafters, and then took both thumbs to the rubbery ‘DEPLOY’ circle with my total clutch of twenty-five PSI. Instantly, a domino effect of pops sounded off, and at least four giant tank-shaped containers attached to the ceiling opened up, letting a good hundred pounds of black and gold streamers and half-filled balloons fall all over the gymnasium. 

“There,” I muttered, shoving the control back into the partially exposed bra strap of Mrs. Chopps and turning back to the lady standing on my other side. “Now, why are—”

“Oh, crap on a crepe!” Chopps screamed out, and then grabbed at my shoulder with her spider-like fingers, again. “This is the wrong remote!”

I narrowed my eyes at her, then squinted over at the still-cheering crowd as it became gradually covered in cheap celebratory decor.

“Who gives a crap on a crepe,” I said. “It’s f—”

“No!” Mrs. Chopps screeched out even louder, now grabbing me by the collar of my Goodwill tee shirt; not a tee shirt that I just so happened to buy from the same chain store of chintzy rummage sales that stole every article of clothing I ever owned from the time I turned six and onward, but rather a used employee uniform with the ‘Goodwill Stores’ logo on the front of it that I dug out of a dumpster behind that very store; it also happened to have a deep gash across the chest of it, and the more Chopps pulled me eye-to-eye with herself, the further the rip tore, until all of my green and red bra, one with a ‘Santa’s Special Helper’ tag embroidered on its left cup, was basically exposed to all. “That wasn’t the remote for the streamers—it was the remote to control the door to the cage of ill and infected ticks we had stored above the bleachers after the inspectors almost shut us down for decontamination last fall when they tested one from the girls’ English hallway bathroom for Lyme disease and it came back positive!”

As Mrs. Chopps’ voice succumbed to croaking sounds, I merely blinked a glob of her spit out of one eye. 

“I’ve literally taken a dump in that very bathroom every afternoon at two o’clock for the past four years of my life now, and I’ve never seen any ticks crawling out of the tampon trashcans...”

Mrs. Chopps shook me by the collar now, even though my shirt was well-disintegrated and detached from said collar. 

“That’s because we hired a guy on Craigslist to come and contain them all for us!” she yelled, wiggling my body back and forth with every single word. “And we couldn’t afford to have him exterminate all of them, so we just got him to lock them all up in a box in—”

Suddenly, she stopped, partly because she was becoming so winded from screaming and shaking me with the small storage of strength she had left in her body, but mainly because the crowd right beside us abruptly started shrieking. And then I glanced from her to the rest of the graduating class of 2018, and then I witnessed, one after another, students upon students in black gowns shriek out, bat the still-falling balloons out of their eyes, and, maybe most importantly, duck down under their folding chairs to escape the mass of tiny black dots that were now just beginning to fall from the rafters—really, there weren’t just hundreds of them or even thousands—it was an actual metric ton of ticks that were impending impact with not just the crowd of graduates, but the handful of graduates’ families who decided to show up and sit in support in the bleachers surrounding them, too. 

“Oh, god...” I uttered, standing still as I watched the disease-infected ticks rain down like sleet on a Wisconsin winter day on the heads of every single person in the gym—if sleet droplets were black and had eight tiny legs plus a nearly microscopic blood-sucking tube attached to their heads, that is. “W—Well...” 

Immediately, a singular tiny dark bug landed on the tip of my nose, and I immediately pulled away from Chopps to swipe it away with a grunt. But then another one fell onto the back of my hand as I flung off the first one, and then a third landed on my opposite hand as I shook out the second, and then a fourth seemingly latched onto the back of my wrist, and then a fifth dripped off of the top of my mop of greasy hair, and then a sixth, seventh, eighth, ninth, tenth, eleventh, twelfth, thirteenth, fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth each covered the tops of my camo boots, and then a seventeenth, eighteenth, nineteenth, twentieth, twenty-first, twenty-second, twenty-third, twenty-fourth, twenty-fifth, twenty-sixth, twenty-seventh, and twenty-eighth clung onto the arms of my black gown, camouflaging themselves, before the twenty-ninth through eighty-eighth found themselves attached to my also black sweatpants. 

“N—No one ever got hurt by a little Lyme disease, right?” I mumbled. 

Under the shrills of the echoing room, Mrs. Chopps spun me into her, holding a hand up to shield her eyes from the tick-infused thunderstorm. 

“Where’s that remote!” she screamed. “There’s an emergency insecticide up there that’ll kill—”

Cutting her off, I snatched the remote I had left in her right bra strap, pointed it at the ceiling as another bucketload of ticks bounced off my hand, and hit the ‘DESTROY’ button with all of my might. At the same time, the sounds of squealing chairs and squealing pigs—I mean, people—sounded off all around us, and then I pressed the button again and again and again and again, squeezing until my cuticles bled, which only seemed to attract more of the raining ticks to my fingertips. 

“Or, wait...” Chopps started again, right before I gave up, threw the remote over the back of my head, and turned stage-right, toward the exit that I knew would be sitting nearby. “We couldn’t afford the insecticide, so we rigged up those... um... oh, what’re they called...” 

Although I was attempting to push my way past the lady who I had already forgotten had been starting to harass me just minutes before, I had to halt and twist back to face Chopps when she finished her thought with a big, well, bang. 

“Explosives!” She clapped, smashing, literally, a handful of ticks in between her palms. “That’s what he ga—”

Instantly, an incredibly supersonic boom overpowered the room, and then I glanced up, right as the tail end of the tick storm trickled down to the ground, to see about five different neon colors flash across the ceiling, popping off one after another.

“Or, no...” Chopps stroked her two white chin hairs. “We couldn’t afford those either, so we installed dollar-store fireworks to—”

Again, she was cut off, but this time by an even louder bang, followed by pops on pops of multicolor explosions that left streaks of dusty fire floating downward behind them. 

“That’s not any better, Chopps!” I yelled, and then took off toward the right, once more, following a herd of other graduates who were all flipping their gowns, now tarnished by ticks and flints of flames from the ceiling above, off as they filed out the door. But then, before I could even cross through that very point of exit, the woman with the long, dark ponytail from before yanked my arm aside, and she whispered in my ear. 

“Don’t worry,” she began, stroking a hand through my own tangled locks until her fingers got caught in a web of it. “Life gets ten times better after high school...”
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Brawl Pit
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Well, fast forward ten months from the timestamp of that fateful final day that the Central Talket High School’s gymnasium spent under siege by the American Center for Disease Control, AKA the CDC, and I sat as the only survivor of what had come to be called ‘The Day the Class of 2018 Got Ticked Off” in the history books. 

Just kidding—I was actually the only survivor who had a severe allergic reaction to the Lyme disease emergency prevention medication that was administered to every living soul who escaped the gym on that fateful day. So, while every other eighteen-year-old and their pet reptiles were able to healthily flee the county and either enroll in a community college program with unlimited soft serve included in their room and board fees that were being fully paid for by their parents or enlist in one of the ‘youth workforce’ training programs in Milwaukee with promised prospects of managerial positions within the next twenty years of their futures, I was, as I just said, sitting. On an upside-down cardboard box, overlooking a fifteen-by-fifteen-foot indoor pool filled with not water, but balls. Giant, multicolored plastic balls. 

“Knock it off, you with the blonde pigtails three times the size of your actual head,” I growled, and then picked up a stray blue ball by my left foot and hurled it at a four-year-old swimming in and chewing on all the other balls. 

Because, after you’ve experienced semi-permanent swelling of both your cheeks due to an adverse medication reaction that leaves you looking like Theodore, the chunkiest of the rodents in the Alvin and the Chipmunks gang, in the face, there aren’t too many college admissions officers or workforce hiring managers who can take you seriously. Even the manager who gave me this job asked how many nuts I was ‘storing and sucking on’ before she offered me the ‘Ball Pit Advisor’ position. And, when given that position, I accepted, because it seemed to me that there was a minimal chance that either my enlarged cheeks or any of my major bodily extremities could somehow become damaged just by sitting on a box and yelling at children in a pit full of plastic spheres and spit all day every day. 

“Well, your face is too big for your actual head!” the pigtailed chick shouted back at me, and then chucked an empty plastic bottle that had been littered in the pit right at me; it struck my inflamed right cheek, ricocheted off of it like it had collided with a vertical trampoline, and then bounced right back to smack her in the eye. “Ow!”

“Nice try, kid.” I stood from my cardboard chair, pushing off my knees as I did so. “But you can’t get any piece of trash past me.” 

I stepped around the left side of the pit, then squatted down and swiped the water bottle away from her while she rubbed at her eyelids. 

“That’s not trash...” she moaned. “It’s recyclable!”

I made a scoffing sound as I turned and dunked the bottle, with its Sharpie-d out Aquafina label, into a black garbage bin overflowing with about a thousand molding pepperoni slices that every two to ten-year-old in the place has picked off their birthday party pizzas over the past two weeks. 

“Hate to break it to you,” I said. “But recycling trash just turns it into trash for another time.” 

I shrugged, twisting back toward the ball pit, but then another blond child, this one smothered in at least five layers of stiff bubble wrap that were taped to all four of its limbs, came running until it literally bounced off of my shins. 

“Oof!” it yelped, then attempted to look up at me through the four-and-a-half clear plastic bubbles that covered its brown eyes. “Ma’am, can you show me to the rock wall?” 

I shook my head.

“Nope.” I crossed my arms. “That’s not in my job description; I only oversee two-foot future felons who want to play with oversized balls.” 

I turned away as the kid struggled to flop over to its stomach, and then I yawned as I made my way back to my comfortable cardboard chair. At the same time, though, the pigtails in the pit started chuckling, and I caught a glimpse of her pointing at the bubble-wrapped being. 

“Ha!” she laughed, then turned her pointer finger on me. “That looks just like your face!”

I bit my tongue—but only because my yawn sent a stinging shock through my swelled cheeks, causing my jaw to snap up and clamp down on it. After that, though, I spun on my heels toward the ball chewer, and I threw a finger right back at her, although it wasn’t the same phalange she had just used. 

“Look, you little prick, I will take the long-handled net I have to use to fish the underdeveloped toddlers out of the pit with to give you—”

“Why are you pointing at me with your pinky?” the girl asked, sacked back on the bed of balls with her blonde eyebrows narrowed at me. 

I looked from her pouffy pigtails to the end of my little finger, which I was using to gesture at her, and then I uncrumpled my whole hand. 

“Because... my, uh, other fingers,” I started, shaking out my other three short extremities, plus my thumb, which were all just as swelled as my face. “Won’t.”

I began to lower my hand, but then the child mummified in bubble wrap rolled over, flailing its arms as it slammed into my two Achilles tendons at the same time. Before it could shove me into the cesspit of balls ahead, though, I flailed my own arms until I steadied myself on top of my wobbly, also well-swelled-up feet. 

“And, like I just said, no piece of trash gets past me,” I started, squatting halfway down to grab the kid by its plastic-wrapped tee shirt, and then standing with it held out like a doo-filled doggie bag. “Just like this entirely non-recyclable wad of crumpled—”

“Emma!”

Immediately, I let out a painfully high-pitched shriek, tossed the wad of crumpled low-density polyethylene into the pool of molded high-density polypropylene spheres, and spun a full one-eighty on my heels to face the one individual I had thought I’d seen the last of approximately nine months and nine days ago when she announced she was moving downstate to attend the certified nursing assistant program at Madison Technology Community University. 

“Oh my god...” she pushed one curly blonde strand of hair behind one diamond-pierced ear. “What are you doing here, Emma?”

I blinked at the sequin-studded shirt that Stella Anderson was wearing. 

“Not getting paid enough to fund a 401-K, that’s for sure,” I answered. 

Stella giggled, then flipped her pink floral skater skirt side to side for a moment. 

“Oh, Emma...” She shook her head out, but then lowered her eyebrows and flung a pointer finger at one of my eyeballs. “Ew, what happened to your face? Did you try one of those Korean exfoliation masks?” 

I winced and stepped back from her nail before it could scratch my cornea. 

“No, I, uh...” I sidestepped one more time as her finger followed me. “Had... or, well, am having an allergic reaction to the Lyme disease prevention medication we all had to take after graduation day last year...” I side-stepped, again, but then just swiped her hand away from my forehead. “But, the good news is that the side effects should wear off within twelve days of the last dose I took.” 

Stella narrowed her purple eyeshadow at me some more. 

“Well, how long ago was your last dose?” she asked. “Because they only made me take one after the—”

“Ten months ago,” I abruptly spat out, then paused and nodded, feeling my bulging cheeks wiggle slightly up and down with the movement. “So, I’m sure it’ll clear up any day now...” I trailed my gaze slowly to the kid I had previously thrown into the ball pit, and it began to flail its arms, again, and yell out, although its bubble wrapping acted similar to a pool flotation device, keeping it at the top of the plastic waves. “But, uh, anyway, what are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be studying to become a traumatic cranial surgeon in the big city or something?”

As I glanced back at Stella, the pigtail girl in the ball pool swam over to the other screaming child, then began banging on its head with a glass beer bottle that was empty of any liquids but stuffed clear full with discarded Jolly Rancher wrappers. 

“Well, I mean, I, like, thought about becoming a traumatic person like that... but then my counselor said I should probably just stick to what she called...” She pulled up her fingers to make air quotes. “ ‘Basic medical malpractice.’ ” She shrugged. “And, anyway, I’m on spring break, so I brought my little cousin here today!” And then, sharply, she turned toward the ball pit and waved in its general direction. “Right, Robin?”

I narrowed my eyes down at the pit, watching the mummy child grunt as it fought off the other overgrown blonde toddler with stiff, casted-up forearms. 

“So, it does have a name...” I mumbled. “Wait—which one is, uh, yours?”

Stella shook her curls side to side, then wiped her hands across one another in between us. 

“Oh, no, Emma,” she huffed out a small laugh. “I don’t have any kids!”

I sighed, then looked over my shoulder at the two blond kids wrestling in the balls, then glanced up the ceiling in a lazy eye roll, catching a glimpse of the twenty-eight helium balloons, engraved with things like ‘Happy 10th’, ’Birthday Boy’, and ‘Happy 10th Birthday, Bitch’, that were stuck against the high-rise, cracked rooftop drywall, and then trickled my sight back down to Stella as she rocked side to side on her heels—literally, her two-inch kitten heel sandals. 

“Well, anyway,” she started, again. “You should’ve come to Madison Tech with me, Emma... you’d be, like, really good in the corn forensics program!” 

I flared my nostrils a little, but it just pinched my cheeks a little too much, so I had to quickly close my eyes and fight off the oncoming sensations of intense stinging. 

“Actually, it’s not too late, you know!” Stella went on. “They’d probably let you in as long as you promise to, like, not play with pots in the bathrooms... plus, I’m pretty sure my dorm roommate is about to get kicked out for cheating, like, on her boyfriend, and you—”

“That’s okay, Stella,” I spat out, shooting my eyes open and shaking my shoulders out, attempting to wring off the pain of chronic inflammation in my jawline. “I don’t have the funding nor the desire to join any post-secondary institution and contribute my time and efforts into becoming a farm coroner-for-hire, even if I would excel in the profession of researching crop circle mutilations executed by extraterrestrials and the—”

Now, instead of me cutting Stella off or Stella cutting me off, something... well, else cut me off, and it happened to be the sound of a very, very shrilly scream. A scream that, actually, was coming from a short, plump boy around the age of six, who was standing on the edge of the ball pit completely opposite from me, and his scream soon turned from a shrill shriek into... a shrill pun. 

“Moo-ve, you utter-ly awful ball sucker!” he yelled, and then, in one swift movement, hurled a fistful of crumb-sized firecrackers right at my face. “You’re in my diving spot, cow!”

As the five crackers he tossed struck me, all at once, with flickers of snapping gunpowder on my pulsing cheeks and pounding chest, I clenched my hands into fists. Or, at least, as much into fists as I could without popping the swelling settled within them. 

“You...” I growled, then shoved past Stella’s side and stomped toward the boy. “You, you...”

“Oh, golly gee!” he ruffled the front of his torn-front Metallica tee shirt. “I think I made the heifer mad!”

As soon as I reached him, I snagged the collar of his top, gritting my teeth as he stuck his tongue out at my nose. Because, over the course of the last ten months of my life, things had really gotten to that point—the point in which my top mortal enemy was a third of my age yet two times my weight in gummy bears and contraband miniature fireworks. And his name was Billy Markstermaker.

“I thought...” I went on, breathing my garlic-scented breath right onto his forehead. “That I banned you...”

He twisted his neck sideways, now pressing his tongue against my hand, and so I quickly threw him back and flicked out my wrist, wringing off his thick spit. 

“You don’t have that kind of authority, Minnie Moo,” he spat, crossing his arms and lowering his overly bushy black eyebrows. “Although you’re not very mini... so, you better get back to your barnyard.” 

I blew a puff of steam out of my nostrils, scrunching up my face until the skin covering my puffed cheeks started to crack. And then, as I reached the end of my exhale, I held my breath. That is until Billy mined a two-square-inch booger out of his own left nostril and flicked it right at me, forcing it to land on the edge of my right eyelid. 
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