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This book is for anyone who ever has been bullied.
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PREFACE
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WHEN I WAS SEVENTEEN and starting my senior year in high school, my father’s friend, creepy Jim, gave me a gift that was surprising for two reasons.  

First, like my drunk father, Jim wasn’t exactly the generous sort.  He was tight.  What little money he had was spent on cigarettes, his daily 12-pack of Bud, the occasional bag of weed he bought from my cousin, Maury, and whatever bills he needed to pay in order to keep the mortgage current on his shithole of a trailer, which was overrun by cats.  

Jim gave them shelter and water.  Since his trailer was tucked deep in the Maine woods, he let the cats fend for themselves when it came to catching their own dinner.  He said he wished he had enough money to give them proper food, but he didn’t.  Least he could do was give them a home.  Jim felt good about that.  He thought he was a great man for having such a big heart.  

Thing is, if you saw the rotten, stinking condition of that trailer, you’d wonder if Jim’s act of kindness was actually a form of unintended cruelty.  Nobody should be allowed to live in that rectangular firebox from hell that he called home.  Not Jim, who’s actually not a bad guy.  Not the cats.  Not a rodent.  Not even me.

The second surprise was the gift itself.  It was a necklace, of sorts—a string of rawhide looped through a curving piece of bone that was the remnants of someone’s skull, which looked to be the case, though what the hell do I know?  Could have been a thin, smooth piece of rock.  Whatever.  He said it was an amulet, which kind of shocked me because I didn’t know creepy Jim’s vocabulary went beyond the white-trash dictionary he and my parents favored.  Still, calling it an amulet made it kind of cool.  It also wasn’t often I received a gift, so I was happy to take it.

He told me it was old—like, really old.  He said it was “ancient.”  He told me soon I’d understand why he gave it to me.  He told me never to lose it because one day “it will help you.”  He said it helped him when he was a kid growing up, but now that he didn’t need it, he was passing it on to me because he’d seen in one of those weird little visions he had that I was going to need it more than he ever had.

When I asked him what he meant by that, creepy Jim told me that I wasn’t going to have an easy life, which pretty much already was about as obvious as a slap across the face.  No shit, Jim.  Congratulations for being coherent enough to pay attention to the fact that my life pretty much is a barrel of suck.  

I was about eight when I figured out that my life was going to be a smashed house of cards.  My parents were alcoholics.  We didn’t have much money.  They lived off the state because they managed to convince some idiot doctor in Bangor that they were disabled, though with exactly what was in question.  Laziness?  I’d bet my life on that.

And then there was me.  I’m not your average-looking kid.  I’m tall and skinny.  I don’t have good clothes.  I’ve never had the latest “thing.”  I’ve got a face full of zits, my hair is dark and wiry, and I’m missing a tooth thanks to good ol’ dad, who sometimes loves to use the back of his hand. 

People call me a loner, but they don’t understand why.  I’m not a loner by choice—I’d give anything to have a friend.  I’d give anything to have somebody I could hang out with and confide in.  But that’s not how it worked out for me.  Instead, I’m a loner by default.  When people see me, all they see is poverty and awkwardness and the fact that I’m shy.  I’m never up to their standards.  And worse, they don’t see me as a friend.  Instead, they see me as something of a gift.

Apparently, I was put on this earth to make them feel good about themselves and to be their target.  So, yeah.  I won life’s lottery.

It’s been this way since I can remember and it’s only gotten worse.  When creepy Jim isn’t half in the bag, he used to tell me that I needed to fight back.  “Don’t take it from them,” he’d say.  “Hit them back.  Hit them as hard as you can and then hit them harder than you dare.  They’ll stop.”  

What he didn’t understand is that I wasn’t being targeted by just a few people.  I was being targeted by most everyone in school.  Rise up against one, be pummeled by twenty.  I tried to fight back before, but that turned out to be a losing proposition, and so for me, the best defense was to retreat.  Do anything not to be seen.  Make every effort to disappear.

During lunch, I’d slip into my locker, close the door and hide in there until the bell rang because going into the lunch line was as random as it got.  You never knew who you were going to fall next to in line.  Usually, it was one of the kids who hated me and so they bullied me.  They pushed me.  They called me “faggot.”  They told me they were going to kill me after school.  They let everyone know that my parents were a couple of drunks.  They said my father spent the better part of his day at Judy’s, which was a bar in town that sold cheap breakfasts throughout the day, though that was just a front for the bums who sat their fat asses in there.  

Those people, like my father, came for the beer.  The only thing sunny side up in their lives was the fact that people kept making beer.  The kids who bullied me said all of this just loudly enough so everyone could hear.  They humiliated me and, in a way, they kind of killed off a part of me—that belief that people could be as kind as Jim’s cats, which I fed on my own, though I never let him know it.  I’d been through so much, I found it hard to believe that there were good people in the world.  

At least, not around me, there weren’t.  

The teachers were no better than the students who targeted me.  They watched what happened to me in those lunch lines, in their classes and after school, but they did nothing to intervene because the teachers also can’t stand the sight of me.  

I was unacceptable to them.  They knew I came from rage, alcohol and filth.  Teachers are supposed to be here to guide you, and while a few do their jobs, my experience is that most are just there for the paycheck and the popularity.  They’re there for the validation.  Have a popular class?  Get on well with the right students?  You’re good as gold.  Popular with the wrong students?  You might want to check that and fix it quick.  I learned long ago not to go to them for help, because I knew they’d look the other way.  

One time, years ago, someone punched me in the face on the playground and I was stupid enough to think that one of the teachers on duty would do something about it.  She didn’t.  Instead, the old bitch looked down at me and my bloody nose, and told me I probably deserved it.  She actually said this to me.  She was surrounded by her favorite gaggle of ass-kissing girls and she said I deserved it.  I kept it to myself, but I never forgot that moment.  And I’ve never forgotten her.

My name is Seth Moore.  I’m one year away from the end of my personal high school hell, but I know now that the end won’t come without me spilling a little blood.  

Over the past few months, I’ve done things that would appall most people, but everything I’ve done was necessary to survive.  I’m about to tell you things I’ve never told anyone.  And I’m glad I can finally tell someone, especially my new best friend.  That would be you, journal.  If I don’t survive, people with find you and read you.  The truth will come out and I’m happy for that. 

This is my story.

This is how I fought back.  

And this is what happened when I fought back.

And let’s just say that creepy Jim was right.  Turns out that amulet is gold.  Turns out, there’s something about it that gives me an edge, though sometimes I go too far with it, and that’s a problem.  A big one.  

But we’ll get to that.

A war is building now and I need to prepare for it.  

People are coming for me.  And there’s one person who knows exactly how to take me out.  If he’s smarter than me, he might just do it, too.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

Before I’m gone, here’s how I got to where I am now.

CHAPTER ONE

BOOK ONE

SEPTEMBER

––––––––
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I DON’T KNOW HOW HE got there, but my father was passed out on the floor next to his overstuffed chair when I came downstairs to the living room.  

It was the first day of a new school year—otherwise known as what very well could be the worst day of my life—and I had to step over him to get to the kitchen, which was a filthy wreck, just as it always was.

I went to the refrigerator, opened the door and saw what I usually saw—plenty of drink, but nothing for me to drink other than the carton of old orange juice that had been sweating in there for a solid month.  I wanted to throw it out, but if I did, I’d catch hell for it.  And so I gave up on the idea of having breakfast, moved quietly to my mother’s handbag on the kitchen island, and took a few dollars for lunch.  

My father was the perfect distraction.  His snoring was so loud, it was almost obscene given the noises he made.  I went to the doorway and looked at him.  Not even forty and already looking past fifty.  He was a gem of a man.  What a catch my mother landed when she agreed to marry Bill Moore.  She found herself a true winner who had gone on to become husband and father of the year.  Pick a year.  Any year.  Didn’t matter the year.

I did what I could for him.  

He was too heavy for me to lift without his help, so a gently shook him awake, and when I did, there were those mean eyes of his snapping open and boring into mine.

“What?”

“Want me to help you get into the chair?”

“Fine here.”

“The chair would be better.”

“For who?”

“You’ve got a bad back.”

“What I’ve got are my fists.”

He was wasted.  I could light a flame next to his mouth and be rid of him in an instant if I wanted to.  And, really, that wasn’t such a bad idea.  Still, since there was no use dealing with him, I stepped over him and went to the door.

“Where you going?”

“School.”

“Gonna get your ass whipped again this year?”

“Is that even a question?”

“Watch your mouth, pussy.”

“I’ll see you later.”

“That a threat?”

God, I hated him.  

I left the house and looked around.  

It was fall, the air was just this side of crisp and in spite of the trash lying in the yard, if I looked up into the trees, it actually was pretty because some of them were beginning to turn.  Not too many—there was still plenty of green.  But touches of color were transforming the landscape in ways that were fresh and interesting.  Summer was my favorite time of the year—it meant no school and I could hide away from my parents and everyone else in town by staying in my room—but fall was a close second, if only because the trees offered a distraction by reaching their full potential in explosions of color.

I could hear the bus approaching before I reached the end of my street.  Other kids were there, but they were too self-involved with their new clothes, smart shoes and summertime stories to pay attention to me.  They’d turn to me later.  I hung back and watched the great yellow beast stop beside them.  Before entering, I looked up at the row of windows and in every one of them, I saw a smiling face of evil looking down at me.

I got on the bus and in a stroke of luck, I saw near the rear of it that there was an empty seat.  As I walked toward it, I kept my eyes focused and looking straight ahead, even when one of the kids—Mike Hastings, who had made my life a living hell since first grade—made a loud hocking sound as I passed him.  When he spit, I braced myself for the inevitable, but he missed me and instead his great glob of snot struck Sara Fielding square in the face.  

Sara was one of the popular girls in school—cheerleader, pretty, blonde, not as dumb as she looked.  She had the making of a great life ahead of her.  For most of my life, I’d been spit on but this apparently was a first for her, and man, was she determined to let people know about it.  At the top of her lungs, she shrieked, which made the bus driver look in his mirror and then pull to off to the right side of the road, where he stopped.  

I took my seat near the rear of the bus and watched him stand.  Now, Sara was standing.  Her hands were in front of her face and she was still screaming, which amused me because she and Hastings once were an item.  They’d obviously had their tongues down their throats before, so at some point she must have had his spit in her mouth.  Why scream now?  

For the attention.

Eyes shut, Hastings’ spittle leaching down her face in thick rivers of rottenness, she managed to reach into her bag and pull out a tissue, which she wiped across her face, smearing her make-up.  

I looked at Hastings, who was looking straight ahead while everyone else was looking at Sara, who continued to bleat like a sheep.

“What’s the problem here?” the bus driver asked.

Sara finished cleaning the spit off her face and glared at the man.  Her father was one of the wealthiest doctors in town and she knew it.  She was just days from seventeen and when she reached it, there was no question in my mind that Daddy would buy her a car and she’d be one of the coveted few at school who had one.  

“What do you think is the problem?” she said.  “I was spit on.  Somebody spit on me.  They.  Spit.  On.  Me.  I want you to take me home.  I’m not going to school like this.  I need to shower, I need to change, I need to—”

“Tell me who spit on you,” the man said.  “That’s what you need to do.  You need to tell me who spit on you.”  He looked around the bus.  “Which one of you did it?”

And Mike Hastings, true to form, looked up at the man and pointed down the aisle at me.  “It was Moore,” he said.  “He spat on her.”

“Who’s Moore?”

This guy had been my bus driver for at least ten years and he still had no idea who I was.  Story of my life.  

Hastings turned in his seat and pointed at me.  “Him,” he said.  “The faggot in the blue jacket.  In the back.  Sitting alone.”

With no real conviction, the bus driver told him not to call me a faggot.  As he walked toward me, Sara ripped her internal motor into overdrive and started squealing like a stuck pig again, saying something about how something had just dripped into her eye.  Apparently, she was going to work this moment for all it was worth.  

“You spit on her?” he said to me.

I shook my head.

“Then why is he saying you did?”

If I lied, I’d get beat up.  If I told the truth, I’d get beat up.  And so at the very least, I should earn that fist in my face.  “Because he hates me,” I said.  “Because he’s always hated me.  And because he did it.  I stepped on the bus, he tried to spit on me like he always does and this time, he missed.  This time, it went into her face, not mine.”

“You’re a liar.”

It was Hastings.  He was up and out of his seat now, his athletic body more lean and muscular than it had been when I last saw him at the end of school last June.  I looked at him and wondered how everything had come together genetically for him.  Already, he was over six feet tall.  His dark hair was thick and groomed and seemingly never out of place.  He wore the right clothes.  He had a clean complexion and teeth that had been molded and brightened to create a perfect smile.  He was a jock and, if you asked most people in school, he was a swell guy with a great sense of humor.  Everyone loved him.

“Well,” the bus driver said.  “One of you is lying.”  He turned to the other students on the bus.  “Who saw it happen?  Which one spit on her?”

It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that the majority of the people pointed their fingers at me.  But what was surprising is that one person didn’t.  

I’d never seen him before, so I figured he was new in town.  He was sitting alone in the middle of the bus, his arm draped casually over the back of his seat.  He had tousled brown hair, looked to be around eighteen and he rivaled Hastings in looks and physique.  But he had something that Hastings didn’t have—a presence.  There was something about him that went beyond mere confidence.  He had that element you couldn’t put your finger on, but which was so powerful, you wished you had it yourself.

“He didn’t do it,” he said, looking at me.  He nodded over at Hastings.  “It was him.  He did it.  I saw it go down.”

Hastings had one of two things he could do—lose face and back down in front of everyone, or he could fight.  Naturally, he chose the latter and came after the new kid, who immediately stood and showed us all for the first time just how big he was.  

He wasn’t fat—there wasn’t an ounce of chunk on him.  He was just big.  Well over six feet.  Big shoulders.  Big arms.  He was wearing a white polo shirt that barely could restrain his chest, which pressed against the fabric and made it stretch.  “Think twice,” he said to Hastings, who’d stopped in the aisle when the new kid stood.  “You take a swing at me, I protect myself.  And I’m telling you now, in front of everyone here, that I will protect myself.  Worse, you’ll lose.”  

They were only a couple of feet apart.  Sara had stopped her squealing and now was staring at the new kid, who turned to look at her.  “You know who did it,” he said to her with disappointment.  “Why are you being silent?  Why not take a stand and tell the driver the truth?”

Her eyes flicked to Hastings, then to the driver, then back to the new kid.  

“Nobody likes a liar,” the new kid said.  “Especially me.  I won’t have anyone near me who lies.  Tell the truth.  Tell the man who did it.”

She pulled her blonde hair away from her face and twisted it behind her head, forming a knot.  You could actually sense her weighing her options—screw over her popular former boyfriend or side with this new guy, who obviously was going to dwarf Hastings’ standings in school.  She took in every ounce of him and, unless you were blind or dead, you’d be a fool not to see the attraction she was trying to conceal.  

“It was Mike,” she said to the driver.  “He tried to spit on Moore, but he missed and spit on me, instead.”

“Who’s Moore,” the new kid said.

She screwed up her face at him.  “Moore,” she said, pointing at me.  “Him.”

“You say ‘him’ like you just realized you’ve got a piece of dog shit stuck on the bottom of your shoe.  Why not show him some respect and address him by his first name?”

“I don’t even know his first name.”

That was a lie.  We’ve been going to school since kindergarten.  We’ve known each other since we were kids.  I just looked at her and shook my head.

The new kid looked at me and, if I wasn’t mistaken, there was a hint of a smile on his lips.  “I’m Alex,” he said.  “Just moved here from Manhattan, which I’m happy to be out of.  At least, I think I am.  I thought I was getting away from all this.  What’s your name?”

“Seth,” I said.

“Good to meet you, Seth.  How about having lunch with me later?  I’m new here and could use a friend to show me around.”  

He looked at Sara.  “See how easy that was?  I think I might have just made a new friend.  His name is Seth Moore, the one who didn’t spit on you.  The one who didn’t call out the guy who did spit on you when every finger was pointed at him.  I’d say that’s someone worth knowing.  I’d say that’s someone I want to be friends with.  What’s your name?”

She lowered her eyes.  She was trying to play it cool, but it was clear she was shaken by being pressed.  He was breaking every rule.  This isn’t how their caste system worked.  

“I’m Sara.”

“Perfect,” Alex said.  “So, let me introduce you two, even though I’m pretty sure you already know each other.  Seth, this is Sara.  Sara, this is Seth.  And that guy who spit on you?  Until he apologizes to Seth and to you, he isn’t worth being introduced.”

But Hastings didn’t apologize.  Instead, armed with his pissed-off face and his set mouth, he looked down the length of the bus and glared at me.  

It was at that moment I knew I was in for it—he’d come for me.  He’d get a group of his friends and he’d get me.  He’d find that pocket of time when no one was looking and they’d corner me—God knows, it had happened before.  As I sat there looking back at him, I wished the day was over now even though it was just beginning.

First day of school and already, I was looking into the well of my own hell.

CHAPTER TWO

––––––––
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WHEN I STEPPED OFF the bus, Alex came alongside me and slapped me on the back.  “So, that was intense,” he said, while Hastings walked ahead of us.  “That happen often?”

“It’s never not happened.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“I’ve learned to live with it.”

“You’ve learned to live with it?”

“I guess so.”

“Nobody should learn to live with that.  My older brother did for a while and I hated it.  I couldn’t stand what people did to him.  But then he put an end to it.  You can, too.”

“What was his secret?”

He smiled.  “At first, it was me.  I’ve always been the tall one in the family.  But then he found his confidence and decided enough was enough.”  

He looked ahead at the school.  Crowds were moving past us and I was aware of some people looking back, wondering why I was walking with this guy.  Sara was one of them.  She turned her freshly cleaned face around, tried for a smile, but because I also was there, all she could manage was a face filled with smiling confusion. 

“So, lunch later?” he said.  “I need to go to the office and sign some papers.”

“Sure,” I said.

“And listen to me,” he said.  “Don’t take their crap.”

“Easier said than done.”

“We’ll work on that.”

Behind me, I could hear my name being called.  I turned and saw creepy Jim off to the right.  What was he doing here?  He was sitting on the hood of his beat-up Buick and sipping something tucked in a paper bag.  Pure class.  He nodded at me and waved me over.

“You know him?”

“Only by association.”

“He looks like a character,” he said.  “Let’s catch up later.  What grade are you?”

“Senior.”

“Same here.  I’ll ask for the same homeroom.”

“That would be cool.  See you at lunch.”

I watched him walk away and couldn’t help wondering why he’d been so nice.  Was it just because his brother was bullied?  Could be.  Who knows?  Best not to question it.  It’s not often that I’m treated with any sort of kindness and if I was honest, I have to admit that I felt uncomfortable with it.  Was there an ulterior motive?  I thought about it and decided it didn’t make sense.  He was new in school.  He didn’t know me.  

Maybe he really was looking for a friend.

I walked over to creepy Jim, who looked like a skeleton hiding behind a gray beard.  He looked like hell but truth be told, I felt more comfortable around him than I did around Alex.  This is where I belonged.  It’s where I’d always belonged.  I didn’t belong with the good-looking, affluent crowd.  I belonged tight with the likes of creepy Jim and everyone else like him.  

“What’s up?” I said as I came near him.  “What are you doing here?”

“Got something for you.”

Rabies?  A staph infection?  Tuberculosis?  “What’s that?”

“Just something I’ve been meaning to give you for a while, but haven’t.”

Was he shit faced?  Was he messing with me?  The only thing creepy Jim had ever given me were the creeps.

“Who were you walking with?”

“I don’t know,” I said.  “He’s new here.  Name’s Alex or something.”

“Why was he walking with you?  Nobody walks with you.”

“Thanks.”

“You know what I mean.  I ain’t here to bust your balls, Seth.  Just something off about it.”

He was right.  It didn’t make sense to me either.  I shrugged at him.

“There’s something I want to give you.”

“You’ve already said that.  Look, I need to get inside.  The bell is going to ring soon.  If I walk in late and there’s no seat for me, do you have any idea how that’s going to go down?”

“That’s sort of what this is all about,” he said, reaching into his pants pocket.  He pulled out a blue velvet bag and kept it cupped in one hand.  With his free hand, he took a swig from whatever was in the brown bag.  He coughed and there it was—a rush of whiskey.  Six feet separated us and I could smell it from here.  “You know,” he said.  “I know you have a tough time of it.  Not just at home, but everywhere.”

I really didn’t want to hear this, especially from a drunk.  I had enough of those in my life.

“But this will help you.”  He lifted the velvet bag.  “I wanted to give it to you years ago, but you were too young for it.  My daddy gave it to me when I was your age and going through the same shit.”

“What are you talking about?  Jim, I gotta go.”

“Not yet, you don’t.  I want you to watch something.”  He dipped into the bag and pulled out a necklace.  He lowered his head, put it on around his neck and then I could see what was dangling from the end of it.  It either was a flat piece of rock or a piece of bone.  It was tough to tell, but Jim was thumbing it.  “Been a long time since I wore this.  Maybe twenty years.  Still give me a little rush.  I’d forgotten that.”

What was this?  Voodoo?  What was Jim going to do next—skin squirrels?  I didn’t have time for it.  He saw I was about to speak and held up a finger.  Then, he turned that finger so it pointed at the students leaving the rows of school buses.  “Tell me which one picks on you the most.”

“We’d be here all day, Jim.”

“Just pick one.”

I wanted out of there.  I turned and looked over the crowd.  Coming off one of the buses was Jake Tyler, who was right up there with Mike Hastings in treating me like a piece of shit ever since I’d first met him in grade school.  “Him,” I said.  “The one getting off that bus over there.  His name is Jake.  He’s been after me since I can remember.”

“If anything could happen to him right now—something that would humiliate him—what would you choose?”

Jake was now walking with a handful of friends, all of whom had joined him in turning me into the person I was today.  A nothing.  A nobody.  The last person you wanted to be seen with.  The first person whose ass you wanted to kick.  Just watching him laugh and walk with that swagger of his was enough to make my cheeks flush.  Like Hastings, he’d won life’s lottery.  Nothing touched him.  

Without even knowing it, I said, “I’d like to see him break his nose.”

“You sure about that?”

“Why not?  He’s done enough to me and others over the years to deserve it.  I also know he’s even dished out a few broken noses of his own.  I’d like to see him trip over his feet, smash his face on the pavement and come up crying like a baby while his broken nose bleeds all over his new clothes.”

Jim slid off the hood of the car.  He reached out and touched my forearm, and I noticed how warm his hand was.  “He pick on you a lot?”

“He picks on me.”

“Wonder what he’d look like with a broken nose?”

“Probably still better than me without a broken nose.”

“Only one way to find out.”

His hand was growing warmer—and then it got hot.  I looked at him and he appeared to be somewhere else.  His eyes weren’t right—they were shiny, glossy.  And though it was daylight, there was something else about him.  It was barely noticeable, but he was glowing.

“Watch,” he said.  He parted his lips and blew a rush of air.  

I looked over at Tyler, who tripped over his feet and fell face-first on the pavement.  He hit it hard.  Those around him stepped back in surprise, then drew closer when he started screaming.  

I turned to Jim.  “What—?”

“Just watch.”

Tyler rolled onto his side and his hands flew to his nose.  Blood spilled from between his fingers and dripped down his face, curled over his mouth and chin, and then onto his new clothes.  

Jim released his grip from my arm.  I pressed my hand over the spot where it had been and found it still hot.  Unbelieving, I watched one of the teachers rush out of the school and stop beside Tyler, who was crying like a newborn, just as I’d imagined it.  His eyes were squinted tight and he was blubbering uncontrollably.  

Creepy Jim was all business.  He took off the necklace and gave it to me.  “Put it on.”

“What did you just do?”

“Something I shouldn’t have done, but given what you said, he probably deserved it.”  He shot me a sidelong glance.  “And you wanted it—don’t forget that.  If you ask this necklace for anything, you’d better want it like you’ve never wanted anything in your life.  There’s no turning back.”  He nodded at the necklace just as the bell rang.  “Put it on.”

“I don’t want it.”

“You got a long year ahead of you, boy.  Why not make it tolerable?  Think twice about it.  Put it on.”

“What is it?”

“It’s an amulet.  It can help you just as it helped me.”

“How?”

“That’s the thing,” he said.  “It’s different with everyone.  Might not even work for you.  But if it does, you’ll need to figure out how it can help just like me and everyone else before me did.  There’s no training manual.  There’s no directions.  You work it with your heart and with your head.  You’ll figure it out.  But don’t misuse it.  Don’t give in to all of it.  Most times there’s no need for violence—you can handle a situation another way.  A positive way.  Sometimes, you can’t and that’s that.  Sometimes, you need to go to war.  But that’s rare.”  He reached out and took my chin in his hand.  “You hear me?  That’s rare.  Respect this and you’ll have a friend in it.  Put it on.”

I put it around my neck and couldn’t help but feel a jolt of energy when I did.  Jim reached forward, pulled out the neck of my shirt and dropped it inside so no one could see it.  “Wear it like that.  No one ever should see this on you.”  

“What’s at the end of it?”

“Bone.”

“From who?”

“Hell, boy, I don’t know.  It’s a piece of someone’s skull.  Native American.  That’s all I know.  That and the fact that it will help you.  Just don’t go crazy with it.  Don’t show your hand.  Use it only when you need to.  Once you get how to use it, understand that it could be used for good or for evil.  Use it for good.  The other will call for you—it’ll come hard for you—but ignore it.  Use it for good.”

I looked over at Tyler, who was still crying, still bleeding and now being helped up the school’s steps by a teacher and the school nurse.  “Use it for good?” I said.  “Like we just did by breaking his nose?”

The second bell rang, indicating that students had five minutes to get to their homerooms.  “You wanted it,” Jim said.  “That’s the key.  And it can get a whole lot crazier than that.  But you’re a good kid.  I didn’t give this to you without thinking hard about it.  You’ll find out a way to use it that will keep them off you without violence.  Just because you have it doesn’t mean you also will become a bully.  In fact, it means just the opposite.  Experiment with it all you want, but do so with kindness.  Only go for violence when there’s no other option.”

“And if there is no other option?”

The hardness in Jim’s face surprised me.  “Then give it all you got and give it hard.”

CHAPTER THREE

––––––––
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WHEN I WALKED INTO my homeroom, there was no teacher and everyone was talking about Jake Tyler’s broken nose.  

The room was buzzing with it, so alive with it that I actually was able to take my seat without anyone noticing me or giving me a hard time.  Chalk up a victory for me, because that’s never how it went down.  I listened to the cacophony of voices surrounding me and was surprised by what I heard.

“Bitch bit it big time.”

“See him cry?  What the hell was that?  He sounded like a girl.”

“What’s weird is that he dropped like a stone.  I was behind him.  He just went down hard.  It was kind of funny.  I’ve seen him on the field getting tackled from behind and go down harder than that, and yet each time, he just gets up as if it was nothing.”

“That’s because he was wearing padding and hit grass, idiot.  Pavement is a little different.”

“I still think it’s funny.  Did you hear him?  It was like, ‘Boo, hoo, hoo!  I bwoke my nose!  Call me a waaaambulance!’”

“Jake’s a good guy.  I think you should tell him that yourself, loser, and see how he reacts.”

That silenced everyone.  The person who said it was Sara Fielding, who now, after taking a load of snot in her face, was apparently one of God’s children.  She was above it all.  She was the voice of reason.  After facing an act of cruelty, all cruelty had left her.  She was a shining example of someone rising from the ashes.

She was the worst kind of hypocrite.

She sat stick straight in her chair, her aggressive blonde ponytail the perkiest thing in the room, which was saying plenty given her tart little boobs.  Her books were on the left of her desk.  On top of them were her iPad and iPhone.  Everything was neat, neat, neat.  Watching her, I thought how much I disliked her.  I thought given her new stature in life, there should be some sort of shining aura around her.  She had transformed herself into an angel, so why shouldn’t she look like one?  She obviously considered herself one.  She should be lit from within.

And then she was.

It didn’t last long, but everyone saw it.  Suddenly, Sara had light shining out of her eyes and nostrils, her private parts, her ears and her mouth, the latter of which became blazingly apparent when she opened her trap and started screaming again.  

As she turned her head, it was as if a spotlight was fanning the room, with some of the students taking the blinding light straight in the face.

It was surreal.  All around her was light.  She literally was a feast of light.  It came off her in waves.  She stood and turned in horror for help—but no one was willing to help.  Everyone reared back.  They were terrified of her.

Some held up their hands to shield their eyes when she turned to look at them.  What was more bizarre is that she was getting brighter.  What was once a series of powerful lights now was a fierce show of light.  Her head was so bright, you could see the veins and capillaries in her cheeks.  In the electrical stimulus that consumed her, her hair started to fan out and the tips of each strand lit the room in thousands of tiny laser-like beams.  

As I looked at her, she reminded me of something Lady Gaga might try for her next video.  And then Sara’s hair started to singe at the tips.  Smoke curled and wafted into the air, filling the room with a rancid stink.

And then Sara started to spin.

“What’s wrong with me!” she shouted.

Nobody knew, but they were captivated.  In her cute little pair of pastel pants, light was shining from places no light should shine.  Light was shining out of her hoo-ha.  Light was beaming out of her backside.  It was as if every orifice of her body was a conduit of light.  

“I’m burning up!  Hot!  Hot!  Burning!  Do something!”

But no one moved.  They were transfixed.  Sara twirled, swirled and whirled, and all anyone did was slowly recede from their seats and press themselves against the back wall.

As I watched her spin like a top, her head literally started to smoke as her hair continued to shrink in the searing heat.  It was obvious that the light might consume her.  And then things took a turn for the worse—the light was changing.  It was becoming orange, the color of fire, which was reflected in her skin tone.  She was burning up inside—and that was it for me.  I shook my head at the sight of it, snapped out of my reverie—and just like that, it was lights out for Sara, who immediately returned to normal.

Silence struck the classroom.  

Sara stopped spinning and just stood there.  Her ponytail had released itself from its knot and what was left of her hair now hung in her face.  What had been a shoulder-length haircut was now a mere bob.

“Dude, what the hell?” someone said.

She didn’t move.

“You alright?”

She looked down at her hands and feet.  She patted her head and ran her fingers along the crisp tips of her hair, most of which broke off in her hands like pieces of fried straw.  She held out her arm and asked one of her girlfriends if it had stopped.  But her friend, Carrie Williams, didn’t reply.  Her face had gone pale with what she’d just seen and she said nothing.  She couldn’t speak.

Since nothing surprised me when it came to the depths of human cruelty, I wasn’t surprised when someone went for it and asked Sara if the spit Hastings globbed onto her face was toxic.  Maybe even nuclear.  That turned out to be enough for Sara, who shoved a finger at the offender and told him to shut it.

“Shut it?” he said.  “Sara, you light up like a Christmas tree and you tell me to shut it?  You’ve got some explaining to do.  What are you, some kind of witch?  What the hell was that?”

But she wouldn’t answer because she didn’t know.  Rattled and on the brink of tears, she swept up her books and other belongings, and bolted for the door just as Alex came through it.  He stepped aside so she could press past him and then he spotted me as the room burst into a frenzy of conversation.  He took the seat just ahead of mine and lifted an eyebrow.  “What’s going on?”

“Sara just found her inner light.”

He looked confused.  “What does that mean?”

“It means she literally just turned into a funnel of light.  Her eyes were like spotlights.  Her head turned into a disco ball.  Her hair started to burn.  Take a whiff.  You can smell it now.  She had light coming out of her ass and light coming out of her other parts.”

“Oh, come on.”

“I not joking.  Just listen.  They all saw it and they’re all talking about it.”

While he listened to the group, which was confirming everything I said, I realized that I had created this.  Somehow, I caused Sara to light up as if someone had shoved the mother of all roman candles up her butt, lit the fuse and then stepped away to watch the inevitable happen.  I eased back into my seat and ran it all through my head, trying to figure out how it had happened.  

I’d slipped into thought.  I’d imagined her shining like the Virgin Mary.  I’d said to myself that she should be lit from within.  And then she was.

I pressed my hand to my shirt and could feel the amulet’s warmth.  I didn’t understand it, but I couldn’t deny it.  It was me.  I was responsible.  I caused this even though I hadn’t intended to.  And there was something else I couldn’t deny.  The light she emitted only had grown in strength.  If I hadn’t shaken myself out of that moment, something terrible would have happened to her.  She could have combusted.

And here’s the dirty truth—whether I liked it or not, knowing I was the catalyst for what just happened made me feel something I’d never felt in my life.  Power.  For the first time ever, I felt invincible and I liked it almost as much as I was scared of it.  

With the exception of her new shorter hair, Sara hadn’t been physically injured.  Maybe emotionally scarred for the rest of her life, but there are counselors for that.  Still, I’d been able to shut it off.  I’d shaken myself out of whatever haze I was in and it stopped.  That was something I’d need to remember—how to turn it off.

Alex looked at me.  “This is nuts.”  And then he really looked at me.  “Are you alright?”

I shrugged.  Yes and no.  Mostly no.

What the hell had creepy Jim given me?

CHAPTER FOUR

––––––––
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WHEN THE BELL RANG, it marked the beginning of a new school year, but what did that year hold for me now?  Certainly not what I was thinking earlier this morning—pending death.  Certain destruction.  A fist to the gut.  

But what now?

Without being conscious of it, I’d just turned someone into a spinning sphere of light.  Until I learned exactly how to use this thing, I’d need to monitor all my thoughts, which was scary because doing so was next to impossible when most of the school had it in for me.

What if someone came up behind me and punched me and I had one of my usual thoughts—die!  Would they?  Was this thing that powerful?  Could I kill someone with it?  The whole thing made me uneasy and, frankly, kind of scared.  What were its limits?  Did it have limits?

Did I have limits?

I needed to speak to creepy Jim now—not later—but since I didn’t own a cell, there was no way to reach him, so I’d need to suck it up and try to keep things under control until later, when I could speak to him.

That is, if he’d talk to me.  I was told to figure this thing out on my own.  Somehow, I’d need to do that.  But how?  Would today’s incidents with Sara and Jake create enough attention to move the target off me for the next several hours?  As I moved toward the door, people were still talking about them, so I was able to slip under the radar as we all shuffled into the hall.  I caught a few looks shot my way, but none of them lingered—the interest was elsewhere.  For once, I wasn’t the focus.

But I was curious.  

English was first and I had a few minutes to get there.  Ahead of me was the boy’s bathroom.  I stepped inside, saw no one there.  I went to one of the mirrors and looked at myself.  Face covered with acne.  Hair a thick, wiry mess.  Tooth missing thanks to one of Dad’s drunken benders.

Could I change it?

I stood there, staring at my face.  How would I even begin to change it?  Could I change it?  When I turned Sara into a menorah, I’d been in my head, thinking that she should have an aura of light about her since she was so goddamned perfect.  

And so that’s the tactic I took now.  I looked at myself and thought that my acne should disappear and never come back, that my tooth should return, that my hair should have smooth, natural waves.  Minutes passed.  I studied my face and thought long and hard, willing it to happen—but nothing happened.  Nothing changed.  I was still the tall, skinny kid with a face made for a horror movie.

Why couldn’t I change it?  Was it beyond the amulet’s limits?  

I looked around the room.  Across from me was a light.  Certainly, I could shatter it.  I thought about the light and in my mind’s eye, I imagined it exploding.  But it didn’t.  As much as I tried, I couldn’t make it happen.  I held out my hand in front of me like some powerful being from a ghost movie, I thought “shatter,” and then I tossed an imaginary ball of energy toward the light.  

Zip.

What had I done to make Sara light up like that?  I hadn’t been scared of her—that wasn’t it.  I hadn’t felt threatened.  So, what was it?  Was there a limit on how often I could use this thing per day?  Because if there was, I was screwed.

I was just leaving the bathroom when I remembered what creepy Jim said to me.  It’s different with everyone.  Might not even work for you.  But if it does, you’ll need to figure out how it can help you just like me and everyone else before me.  There’s no training manual.  There’s no directions.  You work it with your heart and with your head. 

And there it was.  

With my face and with the light I tried to shatter, I’d only been using my head, not my heart.  I wasn’t fully vested.  I went back to the mirror and looked at myself, hating what I saw.  My parents were too poor to buy me anything to control the acne, and so it had taken over my face and parts of my neck, turning it red with its craters and swollen bumps.  

I was ashamed to look like this and I spooled down into that feeling, tapping into it in a way that I hadn’t before. You work it with your heart and with your head.  My face should be free of acne.  It should be smooth and I should have a normal complexion—the best complexion—just like the rich kids.  

And then I did.

CHAPTER FIVE

––––––––
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WHEN I WALKED INTO my English class, it was the usual parade of chatter, with everyone either catching up on what they’d done that summer, or talking about what had happened to Tyler and Sara.  

My teacher, Mrs. Branson, was writing something on the chalkboard as I passed her.  She was an ice bitch who had never liked me.  And she was shady.  I could see her looking at me out of the corner of her eye.  And then she stopped writing all together.

“Seth Moore?”

The last thing I wanted was attention.  I pretended I didn’t hear her and kept walking to my seat.  

“Seth,” she said, her voice more commanding.  “I’m talking to you.”

I turned to her.  “Yes, Mrs. Branson?”

It was as if she’d never seen me before.  She was an older woman in her late fifties who, probably in her prime, was something to look at.  Now, she still was, only age was eating away at her, putting on pounds where she hadn’t had them before.  Her tough luck.

She studied my face and hair.  

“Is there a problem, Mrs. Branson?”

She composed herself.  “No,” she said.  “Did you have a good summer?”

“I’ve never had a good summer.  My parents are drunks.  Over the years, everyone in this room has gone out of their way to make certain that’s a known fact.  It was a lousy summer.  It was no different from any summer I’ve ever had.  It sucked.”

She didn’t know what to do with that.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “It’s nice to have you back.  At least it looks like the summer treated you well.”

Make her squirm.  “What does that mean?”

“It means that you look...healthy.”

“How did I look before.”

Her face flushed.  She was digging herself deeper.  I was more than happy to let her do so.  “Your skin has cleared up,” she said.

“I didn’t know you had an interest in my skin.”

“I don’t.  But you have to admit it’s a change.”

“Really?” I said.  I was aware that the room had gone quiet.  People were listening.  “A change from what?  What did I look like before?”

Somebody behind me said, “A freak.”

It was Mike Hastings—I’d know his voice anywhere.  I turned to him and when I did, the expressions of surprise that shifted across every face in that room were priceless.  Everyone was rooted to my face, which was indeed smooth and actually had a hint of color to it.  I looked better.  Some might even consider me handsome.  Many were staring at my hair, which had a kind of hip, curly vibe to it.  I saw Alex in the back of the room and his brows were knitted together, trying to figure me out.

“You think I’m a freak, Hastings?”

“Any guy who wears that amount of makeup to cover his zits is a freak, buddy.  You didn’t look like that this morning.  You looked like you always look—a frigging volcano ready to erupt.  Who’d you get the makeup from?  Your momma while she was passed out?”

“You’re a class act, Mike.”

“And you’re a friggin’ drag queen.”

“If you think it’s makeup, come wipe it off me.”

“Why?  So you can get close enough to shove your tongue down my throat?”

Save for Alex and a few others, most in the room laughed.

“Why don’t you leave him alone?” Alex said.

But Hastings was having none of him this time. More interesting is that Mrs. Branson was allowing all of this to unfold without stopping it.  

“Why don’t you shut up?  This doesn’t concern you.”

“Actually, he’s right,” I said.  I turned to Mrs. Branson, who had a look on her face that suggested she was enjoying this.  Her eyes were bright.  She was biting her lower lip.  

She didn’t know what was coming next.  

“Isn’t it your job to make sure none of this goes on?” I asked her.  “Isn’t it your job to keep order?  Make peace?  Keep us in line so we can do our work and do it well?  Isn’t it your job to make sure people like me aren’t bullied?  I’ve had you for a teacher for years and you never interfered when they pulled this kind of crap on me or on anyone else.  Can you explain that to me?”

She was flustered, embarrassed.  

“Explain it to me?”

“I owe you no explanation.”

“You owe me every explanation.”

“For what?”

“For standing there and doing nothing.  For getting off on watching them take their repressed self-hatred out on me.”

She pointed toward the door.  “Go to the principal’s office.  Now.”

“For what?”

“Insolence.”

“That’s an impressive word, but I haven’t been insolent.  I was just called a freak by one of the worst, most morally corrupt people in this school.  You heard it and did nothing about it.  So, I’ll go and see the principal and here’s why—I’m going to question your teaching, your lack of morals and ethics.  I’m finally going to let them know exactly how you’ve behaved in these situations since I’ve been coming to your classes.”  I snapped my fingers.  “Time for the curtain to go up on your teaching career, Mrs. Branson.”  I snapped my fingers again.  “And then, when I’m finished, time for the curtain to go down on it.”
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