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      This book is dedicated to anyone who was born with one arm behind their back or who tried to stick their square-peg mind through society’s round hole. Don’t ever quit…keep your head up, and don’t let anyone ever tell you that you can’t accomplish something.

      —Philippians 4:13

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter One


          

          
            BAD BOYS

          

        

      

    

    
      There was always a boy in a girl’s life that common sense and the prayers of parents told her to stay away from—fast talker, fast car, and fast hands. He was the boy her father kept a loaded shotgun by the door for and met on the front porch if he ventured onto the property…let alone the threshold. He was the tall, dark, mysteriously handsome one who had secrets. Secrets she knew weren’t so honorable. He was the boy she broke all the rules over because bad boys equaled excitement, and the rebel in her liked the ride.

      My name’s Darcy Walker, and I had a bad boy like that in my life I was head-over-heels crushing on.

      I was sitting in the cafeteria watching Liam Woods, a senior—the baddest boy in school—chat up Ivy Morrison who acted as though she’d eat him alive if cannibalism was legal. If truth be known, Liam wasn’t only a bad boy. He was a fastard. That was a whole other level of bad the universe said was okay to dump on women. Fastards, in Darcyspeak, were boys that moved fast—they met you one time, told you they loved you, and set up a next date only for you to find out the fastard had a steady on the sly.

      Right then, it looked like the school’s Barbie Doll wannabe, Ivy, was dying to be added to the list of victims. They sat at a table directly across from me, about eight feet away—him finishing off a slice of pizza, her picking at a green salad that was probably only twenty calories.

      I bit into a mini corndog and guzzled another drink of chocolate milk as my girlfriend, Justice Becker, flipped over the pages of her People magazine. She rolled her brown eyes as she took a swig of bottled water.

      “This is stupid,” she grumbled, her curly auburn ponytail bobbing up and down in frustration. “He’s never going to go for us. First off, he’s Liam-freaking-Woods. It’s not a good sign when you have a middle name of freaking. It’s just not. Secondly, we’re both poor and dressed in sweats, and thirdly, we’re sophomores…the invisible-fifteen. That’s like the first level of Hell if I remember literature class correctly.”

      My God, she had a point. At least as a freshman, you could be “one of the hot, new female recruits.” As a sophomore, you were just sucking up air.

      “I mean, what do we really know about him anyway?” she went on. “My guess is he’s one of those pretty boy serial killers that plays with baby dolls when he’s home.”

      Everything I knew about Liam Woods was from hearsay and observation only. We’d never even halfway spoken. Just looking at him, though, my underarms needed a reapplication of deodorant.

      Let’s be real, I wouldn’t know what to do if he noticed me anyway.

      My knowledge of the XY chromosome was reduced to adolescent peach fuzz, pimples, and men’s deodorant. Other than a G-rated film in health class, I possessed almost zero knowledge on how body parts worked period. Birds and the bees? Waiting on the talk. Kissed a boy? Practicing in the mirror. I practically grew up Amish without the dress and white cap.

      And like Justice said, we sported white sweats pushed to our knees that had the initials VHS block-lettered in black down the left leg. That wasn’t a fashion-must. We just didn’t know what to do. Liam aesthetically didn’t fit with either of us. Why? He wasn’t just bad. He was beguilingly hot.

      A part-time model, Liam had many looks. Right then, he was the preppy type, dressed in khaki shorts, a long-sleeved blue and white rugby, and Sperrys. Insanely tall at six foot four, he came complete with abs of steel and a pair of broad shoulders born from breast stroking with the swim team. Like me, Liam had a dimpled chin. Unlike me, his face was breathtaking. It was perfectly symmetrical with brown hair and eyes like rich, melted chocolate…the kind you wanted to suck through a straw.

      Justice turned the page so hard she ripped the corner. “Well then, there’s the, uh, other issue,” she said with a snort. “You might have a chance, but I don’t.” Justice was biracial, and there were times she felt like she didn’t fit in anywhere…I hated that. I mean, my father was from Kentucky. There was a good possibility, centuries back, our bloodline might’ve been a little more pure than I’d care to admit.

      “Did you hear about his ex?” she asked.

      If voices were lyrical, Justice was a loud bass. Still, I barely heard her. Liam threw his head back and roared out laughter. Ivy said something he obviously felt funny. I found that odd. Ivy had the brains of a toad.

      “Nuh-uh,” I replied.

      “Went off the deep end.” She whistled, blowing a bubble. “She couldn’t take his cheating ways.”

      Liam definitely had the kind of charm that would drive you out of your mind. Trouble was, my mind was unstable enough all on its own.

      While Justice flipped to the “Style” section, telling me how grossly out-of-step we were fashion-wise, I eyeballed Liam eating a grapple. I choked on my chocolate milk, watching three droplets of liquid land on the front of my white, V-neck T-shirt. A grapple was an apple that had an affair with a grape (you know, a hybrid some scientist thought was a good idea). My father called grapples “sin food”—two fruits that came together immorally when God didn’t intend them to. I had a feeling he’d share the same opinion about Liam.

      I was fated to be terminally single or destined to a life of wallflowerdom. My father’s edict, not mine. Whatever. It wasn’t like anyone was beating a path to my door.

      I lived in Cincinnati, Ohio. Cincinnati was surrounded by suburbs that made up what was dubbed the Greater Cincinnati area. My particular suburb was Valley, about twenty-five minutes north of downtown. My school was predictably called Valley High. Valley High was the biggest school in the city with the biggest wallets, biggest athletes, biggest brains, and biggest traditions. Valley kids were supposed to set the example for the Ohio Valley, the standard students shot for. It was safe to say I wasn’t going to be the poster child.

      My stomach picked that moment to growl.

      Lunchtime was pandemonium at its best. We had thirty minutes to file through the line, pick out food, pay for it, find a seat, and choke it down. Heartburn heaven. Justice and I weren’t at our normal table with the rest of our friends. We got bogged down at our lockers and grabbed two seats next to some folks who’d just exited the gym. All I could smell was body odor and a salty sweat, which wasn’t sitting well with my corn dogs cooked about twenty minutes too long. Fishing the red worm out of my dirt pudding, I tilted my head back and licked the Oreo chunks, bit off its head, chewed twice, and swallowed the body whole. As I wiped my mouth on my wrist, I took a deep breath and watched Ivy flip her hair as Liam reached out to tuck it behind her ear. I sighed, and it wasn’t from jealousy. It was because of who Ivy was.

      Ivy Morrison was preppy and blonde, weighing about one hundred and fifteen pounds with a tiny, button-nose and rose-red lips. Ivy always dressed in white. She sported white short-shorts and a short-sleeved white designer sweater that could legitimately fit my six-year-old little sister. Everything she had was a little too kitschy for my taste, but hey, Barbie liked what Barbie liked.

      For all intents and purposes, she was my arch nemesis, the antagonist in my own personal novel. She’d gossiped about me, bullied me, stole my lunch money, and peeked under bathroom stalls while I peed. My guess was it revolved around my best friend. You see, even though I had the best girlfriends in the world, my absolute best friend ever was a guy—yay, go me—and Ivy had had him on her radar before any of us even hit puberty. Her frustration with his lack of interest bled over onto me.

      Even if she hadn’t made it her mission to make my life a living hell, we were polar opposites. She was annoyingly egotistical and an unapologetic exhibitionist. I was embarrassingly self-conscious and socially insecure. Part of the problem was the appropriate things never embarrassed me. If there was a dirty joke, I laughed louder than anyone. If I was supposed to cross my legs like a lady, the message never made it to my brain. Ivy, however, knew how to be demure yet available at the same time. I watched her bat her eyelashes at Liam. If I ever attempted the feat, I’d break my eyeball.

      Corralling my thoughts, I gave the room a once-over. Lunch gossip was that “something big” was going down. I’d had one eye on the crowd since I’d sat down and saw nothing but people gagging over their food.

      By the time I made the circuit back to Liam, I swear, he looked me right in the eyes and mouthed, “You’re beautiful.”

      I blinked. Then I blinked again, performing a third blink just for good measure. Jeez, was that to me? I looked over both shoulders and to the tile floor. Heck, I even gazed at the ceiling, wondering if an angel hovered overhead. My jaw dropped wide, and I dumbly mouthed back, “Me?”

      Liam winked and added, “Yes.”

      Cue the goofy grin. No wonder his girlfriend fell off the deep end. He was flirting with Ivy and me at the same time.

      I was an okay-looking girl, but no way in the world did I compare to Ivy. I had almost green eyes and weighed a buck-thirty, stark naked. No girl wanted to weigh a hundred and thirty pounds in a world of zeros, but not every girl came hardwired with Barbie in her genes. Barbies were cute, tiny, built for bikinis, and the perfect guy-friendly height for a female. I was five foot nine with a thirty-six inch inseam. That didn’t spell swimsuit model. It screamed giraffe.

      On my head was a potpourri of straw that included every shade of blonde, the majority being the dishwater kind. It fell mid-back with a bad case of bangs I was growing out from a botched job by my father. Evidently, I had a cowlick because they stood at a forty-five degree angle. I had a feeling my looks were the type that was an acquired taste. My muscles were sort of defined. My hips were relatively slim with some curves in all the appropriate places, but the operative word was “some”—long legs, partial hips, very little chest, and a whole lot of hoping it came together in the end. And to every teenage girl’s chagrin, I still waited to fill out my bra and for my teeth to make it to that porcelain Mecca. I’d had braces for three and a half years, but it still looked like a wrecking ball had gone to town in my mouth. And they were to come off Friday. My orthodontist ecstatically said, “It’s time.” Well, eight grand and two surgeries later, in my opinion, they still were only semi-smileable.

      Even though I knew Liam was a fastard, his gaze was like an anchor drawing me under. I must’ve said something. Shoot, I might’ve moaned because Justice kicked me under the table with a chuckle.

      “Well, well, well,” she said and laughed, her eyes darting back and forth between Liam and me. “That was one heck of a shiver-inducing stare.”

      No kidding. My nerve endings were twisting.

      By that time, Ivy realized he wasn’t giving her his full attention. She swiveled her head around so fast it was a wonder it didn’t pop off. When she figured out I was the distraction, she looked at me the way vultures look at rotting corpses. I gave her a smile (kinda), but that wasn’t good enough. Next thing I knew, she blurted, “Her? You’ve got to be kidding.” Then she added an eye roll, like the thought of me with anyone was so insanely astonishing she couldn’t contain her disbelief.

      I swallowed…temporarily mute. I had a beef to take up with the universe if and when I ever made it to the Principal’s Office in the Sky. It was my opinion people should be as revolting on the outside as they were on the inside. In simple terms, Ivy should be dog-butt ugly. I tried to imagine myself in a land far, far away, but I couldn’t escape the heat of Liam’s gaze. He was taken aback by her rudeness. He slowly opened his mouth—his brown eyes soft and compassionate—but then I felt a shift in the air. All at once, Liam looked like he’d stepped on a roadside bomb, and no one had to tell me who’d buried it.

      Justice glanced up, grinning. “Hey, big guy,” she practically purred. Closing her magazine, she started to fidget like she wished she could change out of her sweats into something more boyfriend-shopping appropriate. She gave her ponytail a quick smooth-down, kneeing me in the thigh, her brown eyes dancing.

      “Hello, Justice,” I heard. Then I got a velvety-smooth, “Hey, sweetheart.”

      Ahhh, I was right. It was my best friend. From as far back as I could remember, Dylan had a warm, rich baritone voice. It could catch you off guard if your ears weren’t standing up straight, giving the okay signal to go. But honestly, I didn’t know if he’d actually entered puberty, period. Dylan Taylor never had that high pitched, prepubescent tenor or bungling, gangly stage my middle school pictures immortalized. My body documented the evolutionary journey of a girl into teenage adulthood. My arms grazed my knees one entire year until my legs decided to catch up. Unfortunately, the legs kept growing.

      Ivy’s disdain for me magnified tenfold once Dylan showed up on the scene. Her eyes narrowed into reptile-like slits, and out of the blue, she painted on a smile like she’d just won the lottery…or someone told her nudity was okay with the dress code.

      “Hi Dylan,” she blurted, halfway out of her seat. Ivy spoke in a high-pitched, whiny squeak that was nothing less than sucking on helium.

      Dylan returned a, “Hey.” Justice kneed me again. “Not turning around?” he said chuckling.

      “Nope,” I practically whispered. Dylan’s eyes were amber, like rich melted butter that had an affair with toffee. The last thing I needed was to fall into them. He placed his head between Justice and me, resting his hands on my shoulders. Whenever we’d been apart for a while, some cosmic force took over that neither of us could control…we had to touch.

      I found myself briefly squeezing his large hands.

      “Aw, Darc, I’m going to miss you too.” It was Monday. Next week was spring break, but Dylan and his family were leaving a week early to vacation in Maui with the rest of the rich and famous. He came in for half a day to complete two tests I’m sure he’d just aced. Then he was off to swim, surf, wade through black sand, and freaking whale watch. I’d love to freaking whale watch. What was I going to do for spring break? More of the same—dream I was somewhere else.

      After some small talk with Justice, Dylan rubbed my back like he tried to put out a fire. He sometimes did that when something was worrying him—like he tried to comfort himself from my mere presence. If truth be known, there was good reason to be nervous. Bad things always seemed to happen when we were apart. And my guess was he hadn’t forgotten them any more than I had.

      As I popped some soggy Potato Starz into my mouth, Liam and I rubbed eyeballs again as he continued his conversation with Ivy. She was back to motor mouthing, but Liam seemed distracted. He cocked his head to one side, sort of frowning—like he debated the particulars of Dylan’s and my relationship.

      Well, join the club…so did I.

      When Liam grinned devilishly, my heart began to hammer. Self-conscious, I quickly spun away and took another swig of chocolate milk, reminding myself that manners said I shouldn’t stare. I stupidly looked up again, and his grin grew even broader. I blushed. Whenever I got nervous, bright red splotches covered my neck. It was a trait I’d had since childhood, and the melanin in my skin wasn’t up for negotiations.

      “Does that sound good?” Dylan asked me. Heck, I didn’t know what in the world we were even talking about but said, “Uh-huh,” anyway.

      Dylan’s voice lowered an octave. “That’s my girl.” Dylan had called me “his girl” since eighth grade. It insinuated we were more than best friends. I knew it. He knew it. His actions, however, did not.

      Halfway looking at him, I made a kissy mwah sound as he said goodbye.

      Dylan’s grin deepened. “Yeah, when I get back, why don’t we try that on for real?” Dylan inched his head over my shoulder, speaking that last sentence into my ear, circling his muscled arms around my neck in a hug. The flirt in Dylan knew no bounds. I shuddered embarrassingly as I hugged him back. I was codependent, people. No one had to shove a psychology book in my face. Come morning I would miss him, but right then, he made me look…well, taken.

      I thought he was gone, but then I heard him yell from behind, “You know I love you, yeah?”

      I wanted to crawl inside a hole and die. Dylan and I always said we loved one another. If I said it first, he responded “always.” If he voiced that trio of words, then I replied in kind. It was confusing to everyone since we weren’t boyfriend and girlfriend, but it merely was the extent, or should I say depth, of our relationship. But sometimes he spouted out those words as effortlessly as a weather report…making me fear it wasn’t special.

      I sheepishly turned, glancing over my shoulder, but he wasn’t looking at me at all. His eyes burned like boiling butter as they bore a hole in Liam’s face the size of the Grand Canyon. Hand to God, slobber practically dripped from his rabid jowls. Dylan put his fingers to his eyes in the old, silent “V” pointing them angrily in Liam’s direction.

      In other words, I’ve got eyes everywhere.

      The nerve.

      First thing I did (other than contain my bladder) was glance to Liam. He hadn’t moved an inch, his face expressionless. Dylan’s face, however, just made him a eunuch. I circled my hands around my mouth and spoke loud enough for only Dylan to hear. “You’re not the boss of me, Dylan,” I hissed.

      What did he do? He chuckled—chuckled, for God’s sake—a mixture of humor and know-no-bounds cockiness. “Just wrapping up business before I leave, Darc, and yes,” he murmured, chuckling deeper, “I am your boss.”

      Dylan unloaded a wicked grin, knowing he’d overstepped his bounds…and not really caring.

      When I yelled, “Fiend,” in his direction, he winked and strutted off, his shoulders squared like he was the king of the world.

      Justice closed her eyes. “The first thing that comes to mind is sweat, sheets, and wild-animal-barking-at-the-moon sort of passion.” She moaned. I smacked her in the back of the head just because I knew her daddy would want me to. Justice was undeterred. “Please tell me Dylan’s in love with me,” she begged. “Please, please, please. I want him, and he’s just my size.”

      Justice was over six feet tall, a size sixteen pants with an eleven-and-a-half foot. I wasn’t sure what she considered her size, but I knew he had to be the unintimidated type. She had a black belt in karate, and attracting a guy when she could kill him ten different ways was asking too much of the male ego. Come to think of it, Dylan was probably perfect for her. God knew he had the real estate to back up a threat.

      “What do you think, Darcy?” she gushed. “Isn’t he just dreamy?”

      I heard stripper music playing. I didn’t know if that was in reference to Liam or my best friend. I slumped down in my seat. Well, as far as my seat would allow but misjudged what should be a normal task. That was the moment things went horribly wrong. It wasn’t going to be the setting where I told my children their parents fell in love. I tumbled backward onto the tile with a clapping smash. My head snapped back and my chin finished forward, boomeranging off my chest. I chucked my teeth together. I didn’t see stars. I saw stinking meteors.

      Somehow, Justice’s People magazine wound up covering my face in a tent, and my feet were straight up in the air, practically over my head. I thought it was over, but then a barrage of Potato Starz crashed down on top of the magazine. Justice alternated between coughing, hissing, picking them off, and talking herself out of laughing. Typical. Just typical. My gaffes were usually laid out for public consumption.

      After a few moments of disbelief, Justice helped me back up, picked off some dust bunnies, flicked Oreo crumbs out of my hair, and sat me aright. “I don’t think anyone noticed,” she lied. “Are you okay?”

      I was pretty sure I’d cracked my coccyx. A hush filled the room as everyone processed what just happened. I could file that episode under Why I’ll Never Get A Date With Liam Woods. In my brain, I knew it would be a big mistake but found myself glancing to his seat, searching him out anyway.

      He and Ivy were walking out the door.

      Talk about a stake in the heart.

      Hand in hand, they stepped around a group of three males who argued like they were on bath salts. There was head bobbing, a little bit of chest bumping, and a whole lot of faculty not noticing. Right in front of the cafeteria entry, one had his car keys gripped tightly in his hand as though he was about to skip out or returning from somewhere. The other’s jaw moved so fast it could’ve broken the course record at the Indy 500. It wasn’t readily apparent what the dispute was about or who they were—I could only see their profiles—but getting the brunt of it was Jinx King.

      No shocker there.

      Jinx was around five foot seven and dark-skinned, with hair shorn so short it was merely a shadow on his head. He had a two-inch scar that ran down his right cheek, and his brown eyes were deep-set and hard—like he’d seen more than his fair share of trouble. I didn’t know much about Jinx other than he’d joined school in January and always had a red bandana hanging from the back left pocket of his jeans, jeans that nearly hung at his knees. I guess if I had to sum him up, though, the first words that came to mind were “damaged goods.” Something was wrong, or maybe a better word was “irreversible.”

      Jinx kept looking at his hands, obsessive-compulsively wiping them down his jeans as though he were removing something sticky. I was reminded of that phrase in Macbeth, “Out damned spot, out!”

      Panicked and confused, he nervously turned and scanned the room like he was searching for a trap door. After several futile seconds, his eyes landed on mine with a disarmingly intense stare. Don’t ask me why, but I felt like he was giving me—or maybe anyone—a message. I sensed frustration, despair, and a helplessness so huge it nearly choked me. I wasn’t sure if that was by accident or intention—for that matter, whether they were his emotions or mine. All I knew was Jinx put the “anti” in antisocial. He went out of his way to avoid eye contact as well as relationships he felt unnecessary—premeditated in everything he did. What would someone like Jinx want with someone like me? It was a crying shame I intended to find out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter Two


          

          
            ICYDK

          

        

      

    

    
      ICYDK is netspeak for In Case You Didn’t Know. It’s a phrase that Internet chatters popularized to save keystrokes. Basically, it’s the preface used before needed information is dispensed—in many cases, gossip.

      Valley High is big…and when I say big, I mean campus-to-a-small-college, three-thousand-students big. So there was a lot of ICYDK going on. Right then, my cell phone blew up with: What went down today? Did I miss anything? Was there any blood? I typed back nada to seven people I barely knew, laughing to myself they’d assumed I’d have the lowdown.

      My day started out with US history then anatomy, Spanish 3, geometry, lunch, English 102, drawing and painting, rounding out with human sexuality. Justice and I bugged out of lunch early…can’t imagine why…and stood at our lockers getting ready for fifth period.

      I wasn’t sure how, but Dylan finagled it around so our locker assignments were side by side: numbers twelve and thirteen. Superstitious enough, I insisted he take number thirteen because no way in the world did I want to invite any more bad luck into my life. Apparently, that whole number thirteen is the Devil’s number thing was a crock. Some of the curse bled over onto twelve. Well, you know what? Sometimes Dylan had great ideas. Other times he was an idiot.

      Point of fact: couldn’t he have picked a place that wasn’t within earshot and eyeshot of Ivy Morrison? Unfortunately, the majority of my classes were with Ivy. Every once in a while, fortune fell on my side. Others, it kicked me in the gut.

      Trying to drown out her voice, I lifted the metal handle and immediately fell in love. My locker door was covered in headshots of my friends and butt shots of professional athletes. I called their glutes a “boom boom, hoo-hah.” Not many people were graced with an exceptional gluteus maximus, but I felt it important to celebrate the ones that were otherworldly.

      Once I mentally wiped the drool, I determined my locker smelled like wet dog hair. Like everything else in my life, my locker was either pristine or prison bathroom-worthy. If I was happy, Messy Darcy was in the driver’s seat. If I was stressed, Domestic Darcy could blow through the mess like a tornado in a mobile home park.

      The smell was sewer-rank, and I was stuck somewhere between laughing and losing my lunch. Squatting down, I rummaged around under notebooks, my gym bag, a few old tests, and discovered it was a wadded up yellow footie. Like a moron, I drew it up to my nose, dry-heaved, and then snorted.

      Yup, it was the footie.

      While Ivy addled on, I underhanded the sock over, so it landed at her feet. When she did nothing but amp up the chatter, it stabbed like a knitting needle to the brain. I already had a knot on my head that was a beaut. Falling out of my seat at lunch sort of did that to me. Add Ivy to the mix, and it was like turning the screw.

      Pulling my English book off the top shelf, I tried my best to drown out her high-pitched words.

      She gave her hair a flip, anxiously looking up and down the hall. The hall was crowded, like cattle going to slaughter. Shoulders were bumping, and people either hustled to their next destination or didn’t give a rat’s rear end and delayed the inevitable.

      I pulled an orange lip gloss out of my pocket and rolled a circle around my mouth. Not once had she voiced Dylan’s name, but as expected, she paused to grin lewdly at his locker.

      Eeeuw.

      She halfway whispered, halfway moaned, “You know, I could have him anytime I want him. It’s just not the time yet.”

      Only Ivy and her unbelievable sense of entitlement would have nerve enough to breathe those words. To answer her question, “No, I didn’t know,” that she could have Dylan anytime she wanted. Surely, that wasn’t true, was it? Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure Dylan would ask my opinion when he decided to take on a Mrs. Hottie.

      When I didn’t respond, she snorted and said, “Guess what I heard about you?”

      All the air left my lungs…and I dropped my lip gloss.

      Ivy had the corner on gossip and liked nothing more than spreading it along the grapevine. I called her Poison Ivy because she just made people feel icky. And even though I didn’t want to give her the pleasure, fear rushed through my veins like a river jumping its banks in a storm. Picking up my lip gloss, I walked into the middle of oncoming traffic, bottlenecking the hallway. “Wh-what?” I stuttered.

      Ivy was like a wind-up doll. Whenever she talked, it was a constant run-on sentence and never with a period or punctuation. “People are saying you’ve got a thing going on with Oscar Small and it’s been going on for a while and they’re saying he’s getting tired of the games and wants it all out in the open but you know I tried to defend you but when the evidence mounts up there’s only so much a person can do but I tried I really tried.” Big breath.

      I burst out laughing. I proudly belonged to a group of peers that had never had a boyfriend or girlfriend. Okay, maybe proudly was a strong word. It was more by default than by design. But with Oscar? At Valley, Oscar Small was a name synonymous with dipshit. It’s like he had one of those red blinking signs over his head, and even if someone was a non-curser like me, the mind couldn’t help but tumble into the crudeness.

      I swear, right then Oscar scampered by, sort of waving, sort of acting like he had something scandalous to hide. Oscar was always working some kind of scam—so that wasn’t unusual—but he definitely was a little more sketchy than normal. He glanced over his shoulder, ducked down like he dodged a bullet, and then wiped both hands down his jeans, managing a greeting. “See you tonight,” he mumbled and darted off down the hall like he was outrunning the Devil. My word, it sounded like a date. Our three-worded conversation would be top of the gossip food chain by seventh period.

      Oscar had been in love with me since third grade, or so he thought. Thing was, Oscar was a picker. A picker was someone that drove around at night and picked through everyone’s trash. That evening was trash night on my street, and Oscar and I had struck up a friendship over the years. Hard to imagine myself “forever after” with someone who thought my rusty bicycle and old milk jugs were the best things since sliced bread. It wasn’t that I wasn’t flattered…he just wasn’t my type. Oscar was sloppy, always in flannel, and came out of the womb looking like a man. He’d fallen into middle-aged and balding with wayward hairs coming out of his nose and ears. He wore Coke-bottled glasses, one thicker than the other. Half the time, I didn’t know which to have a conversation with.

      I looked at the thin lens and gave it a wave.

      Meanwhile, the smug smile of Ivy was felt like a punch to the face. I flipped her off in my mind.

      Ten minutes later, I sat in English class listening to Mr. Woodward remind us of a term paper due the day after spring break—which was in fifteen days. Fear was a great motivator, people, it just was. Panic filled the room like wildfire.

      But then there was Jubilee Mueller. Jubilee was Black and the smartest sophomore in school. She was Justice’s cousin on her father’s side, and if Dylan wasn’t around, I went to her when I needed a quick tutorial on what was expected (you know, when I wasn’t paying attention).

      As tall as Justice, she sat in the front row with her fingers threaded together smiling, bouncing her leg up and down in skinny jeans and a red cotton blouse. My guess was hers was finished and either in the editing phase or already turned in.

      Continuing to discuss the term paper and carrying a stack of last week’s test, Mr. Woodward stopped right in front of my desk. I swear, we either had a mild earthquake or he kicked my chair. “Check your syllabus, boys and girls,” he muttered. “It’s right there in black and white.”

      I was speechless. I couldn’t recall getting a syllabus let alone remembering what it said.

      My hands quivered with a cold dread as I unzipped my backpack, searching through the clutter of the last eight months. I had a habit of losing whatever it was I needed at the time—right then, it seemed to be my dignity. There were movie ticket stubs, Target receipts, a pencil drawing of a crumpled Coke can, but no syllabus anywhere. All I could think was I had plans to do nothing in the next week—nothing academic, at least—but it sounded like it could qualify as the longest, ugliest week on record.

      “You, kids, need to take your lives seriously,” he muttered. “These grades count.”

      I was aware of that. Unfortunately, I didn’t know how to change it.

      Mid-fifties, slim build, with black hair graying at the temples, Mr. Woodward rifled through his stack of papers, mumbling to himself. When he found what I assumed was mine, he threw it on my desk with a thwack and a deep frown he didn’t even try to mask. We met eyes. “You can do better, Walker. You and I both know it. Heck, God knows it.”

      My word, please don’t bring God into the picture.

      My Liam-high took a nosedive. Right there in red ink was a D-minus. Disappointing? Yes. Shocking? Not exactly. English 102 was designed to teach argumentative and research writing. Evidently, I wasn’t a good arguer, and no matter how hard I tried to act like it didn’t hurt, every bad grade chipped away at my self-confidence. I blinked to keep the tears from falling.

      My grades were horrible. I didn’t see many As, but when I saw a B or even a C, it was an occasion to break out the best china. It wasn’t easy for me to study, let alone multitask. I was distracted easily and was so hyperactive that trying to hold my attention was like wrangling a greasy pig. It wasn’t for the impatient or faint of heart. What exactly did that look like? I was told to do two things…I did one. The instructions were to finish four…I did one and a half. Day of the test? I thought it was tomorrow. In most cases, it wasn’t because I was lazy. It was because I merely thought of other things. And in my mind, those things were always more important.

      What really threw teachers for a loop was when I aced something—something hard—something that tore apart the brains of the overachievers. That happened when we had a pop quiz on the imagery, symbolism, and metaphors in The Pied Piper since it was the newest production put out by the Theater Department. Our assignment was to read it over the weekend (I didn’t), and I hadn’t laid eyes on the story since grade school. The average grade was a sixty-nine percent. I scored one hundred and ten points, picking up the bonus.

      Explanation? Evidently, I had a high intelligence quotient—the very reason I’d hit one out of the ballpark occasionally. Like all parents, mine thought I was born a genius, so at age four I had an IQ test, and the child psychologist informed my parents I scored a one-sixty. A one-sixty? I laughed in his face. By definition, the average score was one hundred. I told him he was smoking dope, and then my parents had to explain why I knew about dope in the first place. That fault lay with my Grandfather Winston.

      Winston was of the opinion that ignorance was worse than having knowledge-too-soon. So when Winston unloaded all of his knowledge about illegal narcotics, I likewise unloaded all of it onto the psychologist. Needless to say, any delusions of grandeur for my bright future were replaced with a confidential letter of concern that made it to grade school before I even arrived.

      Child is precocious…needs constant stimulation…lack of guidance may lead to deviant behavior…blah, blah, and embarrassing blah. I only knew about the letter because I…well, because I broke into the counselor’s office and read it.

      That fact in itself proved the letter to be at least marginally true.

      So high IQs? They didn’t do any good if they didn’t help a person achieve something intellectually high—well, something intellectually high that academia would be thrilled about. One thing I had going for me, though, was most girls were nouns. Darcy Walker, I liked to think, was a verb. I needed to walk the embarrassment off, and as God as my witness, I was going to bust out of the room like my butt was on fire.

      First, I had to get past Mr. Woodward. He was back at his seat, flicking something orange off his brown golf shirt, but as I glanced up with half a smile, he legitimately gave me a snorting eye roll. He’d taken a seat on the Darcy Disappointment Train.

      “Walker, come here,” he grumbled, not even trying to whisper.

      I’d rather jump in front of a moving car.

      Slipping out of my seat, I attempted to paint on a smile. I wasn’t sure I was successful. Once I stood next to him, I expected him to dive into a litany of phrases about hard work, determination, and character, but he was so painstakingly quiet it made my heart jump. Finally, he said, “Do you think you can bring up that grade?”

      I actually crossed my fingers. My GPA was in shambles. “You know, Mister Woodward, I think this is the part where I’m supposed to find a bottle of booze and chug it,” I joked.

      Sometimes I laughed when things were awkward. Right then, I sounded like an insane hyena.

      He wasn’t amused. “Can you be serious, Walker? As in ever?” he asked. Frankly, the ability to stick my head in the sand was one of my better traits—it was a life’s philosophy that had served me well. “Child, I’d like to see you succeed,” he said, not sharing the same opinion. “You’re one of the most creative, intelligent students I’ve ever had.”

      Oh boy, that lie ranked right up there with the Tooth Fairy.

      I had moments of greatness, but nothing that seemed eternal. Since I was barely ten years old, I had an aching need to fill that constantly left me hungry. Problem was, I didn’t know what to fill it with. As I saw it, my talents were limited too. One, I could burp the preamble. Two, I could put on a mean show of sock puppets. Three—and I guess that talent had some promise—I could negotiate and haggle like a gypsy. But guess what? I hadn’t seen many gypsies hanging around Cincinnati lately.

      I had the illogical urge to hug him before I spiraled into tears.

      Digging my nails into my palms, I’d only clenched my eyes shut for a few seconds when Jinx King blurted out he didn’t feel well. When I glanced his way, he was antsy, like some theater understudy anxious for the lead to crash and burn.

      Mr. Woodward nodded, pointing to the door as he gave me some ideas for my paper. I attempted to listen but was fighting the sudden unexplainable need to follow Jinx and see what bad things he intended to conjure up. The crux of the matter was Jinx was a little like me. Without ever really speaking, I recognized him as the type that concocted stories to flee to another venue. I had a feeling that venue wasn’t what the school would deem beneficial in Academialand. Earlier though, he’d acted like there was something I should know.

      God forbid I should not catch the bone he threw.

      My inner-verb started screaming. When I grabbed my stomach with a wince, Mr. Woodward opened his planner, took a Number 2 pencil from his drawer, and reluctantly mumbled I was excused. He knew he’d lost me about three sentences earlier. I thought I heard him sigh.

      Riddled with guilt, I told him, “I’ll try, Mister Woodward. I swear to you, I’ll try.”

      That could be a herculean task, but I’d try nonetheless.

      From the corner of my eye, I watched Jinx immediately whip out his cell phone, frantically dialing someone as he took off down the hall. I stepped out after him, deliberating whether to ask what happened earlier, or simply follow and see what transpired.

      I decided on the latter.

      We were on the second floor, and the hallway was night-before-Christmas quiet. I followed Jinx as quietly as possible, past locker bays and classrooms, willing my sneakers to not squeak.

      Inching closer, I hoped to catch a sliver of the conversation. “Is, um…is um—are you sure?” he asked nervously. “Really? That shouldn’t have happened.”

      What? I thought. Once again, Jinx wiped a hand down his jeans like he tried to remove something. Looking at his hand with a frown, he stopped and peered out over the balcony, nervously listening to whoever was on the other end of the phone. He pivoted left then right, and when I feared he would turn into the restroom, he quickly exited outside through the second story, side door.

      Don’t do it. Don’t do it. Don’t do it, I said to myself. Go ahead. Go ahead. Go ahead, my alter ego countered.

      The only way I could describe my decision-making process was that one shoulder had an angel living on it, the other a devil. Unfortunately, the little devil won out in most battles of the will.

      Wearing my beloved Chuck Taylor sneakers, I put my hand on the door and scrambled down the steps like I was late for a date with God. Chuck and I had walked a million miles. My foot stopped growing in seventh grade, and I’d somehow kept my white Converse sneakers in semi-mint condition. All I did was periodically change the laces to my favorite shade of the month, and let my shoes keep on walking. Trouble was, they usually led me into trouble. Following Jinx? That might’ve put the duh in dumb.
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      Experts say they may have identified a gene for the daredevil. I believed I was first in line when God was passing out that type of idiocy. Maybe I was stupid that way because cliff diving in Hawaii or parachuting without a parachute sounded like things I’d like to try. There could be a market there—in an X Games sort of way—but my life expectancy was likely to be cut in half. A part of me didn’t care. That’s because in my dream of dreams, I longed to be a spy.

      I always imagined myself toting a gun, protecting the innocent, constructing all sorts of aliases while I was undercover. If anything, I had an active imagination. That’s probably the downfall that led to my in-class excursion. That, and I was bored.

      There were roughly ten minutes before class was over, and the teacher thought I was sick anyway. I knew Justice would grab my books if I was late, so I basically had ten minutes to: one, repent and turn from my wicked ways; or two, do whatever Jinx was doing. When I pushed the door wide, wind blew in my face like a hurricane.

      Where some cities barely saw two seasons, Cincinnati experienced all four. Our springs sprouted flowers even though there was an overabundance of rain. Summers were hot and dry as a desert. Autumns turned the foliage an earthy orange and yellow, and winters saw snowfall like the towns up north. Right then, we were in the rainy season. The sky had cloud cover and no mist but a wind that could knock down a sequoia.

      Jinx was motoring across the parking lot, weaving around cars like he hadn’t a care in the world. He met up with someone I recognized as a senior but didn’t know. I did, however, always find the guy fascinating. Where Jinx looked as hard as they came, that guy’s face was almost expressionless, like he was so stone-cold not one emotion ever placed a wrinkle anywhere. That in itself scored way too high on the weird meter, if you asked me. They traveled twenty more feet, dodged a blue Escort, and crossed Valley Lane, the street directly in front of the school. A bank was there along with a strip mall that held a few restaurants like Bad Frog Yogurt, Jett’s Pizza, Happy Wok, and my favorite, El Rancho Grande. Next to the strip mall was Amity Health Care. Neither made a move to enter any of the establishments. They merely camped next to a dumpster behind the center, briefly looked inside, and immediately started chatting.

      I put my stealth on and did my best to navigate through rows of cars unseen. I did a swift jog until I got to the eighth row, my ponytail whipping fiercely around my neck. Finally, I made it to row ten and hunkered down on the pavement beside a black Toyota Forerunner. Rummaging around in my pocket, I pulled out five jellybeans left over from God-knew-when and plopped them one by one in my mouth.

      The guy with Jinx was White, a little taller, and wearing a black baseball cap with the bill turned backward. Like Jinx, his rear end was hanging out of his jeans with red and black boxer shorts peeking out over a belt cinched into his thighs. In a white T-shirt, he also sported that red bandana in his left pocket. Twin dressers, and wasn’t that just odd for guys to do.

      There were a few deep puddles of rain, and the wind left them babbling. I couldn’t make out their words over the noise, but they talked animatedly—their hands moving almost faster than their mouths. As I inched my way closer, they both looked inside the dumpster again. Jinx then scratched his neck, No-Name Boy snarled something else, and Jinx’s shoulders fell like they were carrying a two-ton weight.

      In one snap, their conversation was over. They did some sort of knuckle bump, and No-Name Boy held his right hand out from his heart, showing five fingers, and then moving to one, performing the ritual twice. What the heck? I batted around some ideas of what that could mean—his fingers were cramped, he’d just left computer class, maybe he was just weird—but when Jinx repeated the gesture, it dawned on me it was some sort of signal.

      You don’t say…

      I couldn’t contain the excitement. I jumped up but cracked my head on the Forerunner’s side mirror and nearly kissed the pavement. I tended to be a klutz. Irony was, I could play any sport better than a guy that was first-string. Unfortunately, there were days I had trouble crossing the floor. Apparently, the universe thought contradictions like that were funny.

      When I finally came to myself, it was as if Jinx and No-Name Boy had vaporized into nothingness. Panicked, I bent down checking for feet but got nothing but a foul smell the wind carried over.

      I fought a gag. The smell was so pungent it reminded me of rotting meat. Against my better judgment, I found myself crossing the street, following the odor rolling out of the brown, rusty dumpster like it was being propelled by a fan. The closer I got, however, the more I had to talk myself out of vomiting.

      A small three-inch gap was between the corners on the right side, and like the idiot that I was, I still peered inside.

      Oh. My. Good. God.

      I had to blink a few times before it registered. There was a hand—or fingers—detached from a body, you pick. I cupped my hands around my eyes, trying to drown out my periphery to get the best look inside. All I could make out were bloody fingernails and the initials AVO tattooed on the index through ring fingers. Good God in Heaven, I could die and say I’d seen it all. Was the person alive? Dead? Sick, maimed, injured? I felt the blood leave my head and rush straight to my feet.

      A smart person would contact the authorities. A dumb person would at least get a tetanus shot. An ADHD person like me would do a cartwheel and pay homage to the dumpster gods.

      The internal argument started. Should I go in? Stay put? Looking down at my sneakers, the one thing I knew for sure was I didn’t want Chuck to take the brunt of my decision. I quickly untied the neon green laces, and set my shoes to the side.

      The dumpster was your standard ten cubic foot size from Rumpke, the sanitation company in town. It had stacks of cardboard boxes next to it and some weeds that hadn’t been pulled in weeks. Stepping up onto a box, I placed both hands on the rim, hoisting myself inside in one fell swoop. I scraped my body on entry, my foot sliding over what looked like paper recyclables. My heel got nicked, and when I bounced around for better footing, I stepped in an open container of copier toner. My foot was a purpley-black. My left hand landed in something brown and smelly, and since a Mexican restaurant was nearby, I prayed it was refried beans, not the waste products of a human or animal.

      The smell of vinegar permeated the air, causing my tongue to stick to the roof of my mouth. Tossing out empty rice boxes and containers that said FedEx on them, my hands brushed against something hard. Trouble was, I knew that kind of “hard.” It was on something that had once been living. Taking a step back, I kicked aside a green plastic tarp and stared into the wide-eyed look of a dead man. I gulped. Then I gulped again, and I swear, I think I passed gas.

      Flies buzzed his face, and my guess was maggot larvae were already breeding.

      His face was covered in gray stubble, and white nose hairs peeked out of his nostrils like needles in a pincushion. He was bald with some Cro-Magnon characteristics, his forehead jutting out over his nose. The swelling on his face and limbs was so advanced that the one hand still attached to his body looked like a catcher’s mitt. If the guy wasn’t placed on ice soon, there was a good chance his face might explode…I think. At least, I saw that in a zombie movie once, and the sight was so horrifying it made me wish I were in protective clothing.

      Stark naked from the waist up, new khakis covered his lower half. Call me an idiot, but I grabbed him by the left elbow and flipped him over. A tattoo of what looked like a demon—a red-horned body that was half man, half goat—covered his back along with gothic symbols that looked like hieroglyphics. Words below it spelled out “death” in Spanish.

      I screamed, but no sound came out.

      I should’ve stayed in class, picked a topic for my term paper, taken a short snooze, but noooo, I had to give myself something to be haunted about forever. Kicking a piece of cardboard from his waist, I saw it—the thing that probably killed him. Two bullet holes were in his back, and blood had drained down his torso, stuck to the waistband of his pants. My mind kept trying to wrap itself around what I was seeing. It wasn’t Kool-Aid or Halloween costume synthetic stuff. It was genuine blood from someone who’d once used it to live.

      But when I focused even further, in reality there was very little fluid. I would’ve thought his pants would be soaked. Maybe he was shot after he died? When the heart had stopped pumping?

      My footing shifted, and to my absolute horror, his body moved awkwardly, and his neck almost rolled off his shoulders. Let me amend that, maybe his neck being broken killed him. I jumped around in a cringe, and his ankle somehow wound up on my foot.

      All at once, the world started spinning backward.

      I had a case of nausea that rivaled what the people on the Titanic felt when it hit the dang iceberg. Bending over, I tried to dislodge my foot, willing my corn dogs to stay put in my stomach. I swallowed down some bile, and the next thing I knew, I was yanked out of the dumpster by one shoulder and a leg. I tried to scream and beg for mercy, but “Don’t disturb the body!” was the only thing that made it out of my mouth.

      The blood rushed straight to my head. After a quick headshake, a look backward showed the extraction being performed by Valentine Vecchione. Valentine, AKA Vinnie, Vecchione, was a full-blooded Italian with a prominent bump on his nose next to lamb chop sideburns. Vinnie was out of place in Greek/German/Anglo-Saxon Cincinnati, but that little social minority he made up for in personality.

      A senior football player, he fit the mold of the dumb jock because talking to him was like playing connect the dots and the numbers didn’t match up. He was around six foot three, two hundred and seventy-five pounds, always dressed for gym with moobies. You know, man-boobs.

      “Dolce!” he screamed, his brown eyes as wide as silver dollars. “What in God’s name are you doing?”

      The events would fall under the category of Darcy Will Be Darcy. His question was more a reflection of him not having a clue rather than my actions. Just my opinion.

      Vinnie was sweating like he’d just coughed his way through a mile. His sticky, brown hair stuck to his forehead, his white T-shirt clinging to his gut unflatteringly. Riding up his inner thighs were shorts that looked a size too small. “Answer me, Dolce.”

      Vinnie had called me “Dolce” for years (pronounced dohl-chay). It meant “sweet” in Italian since we always ran into one another at Servatii’s, a local bakery, getting our sugar fix.

      I sighed, deciding to answer. “Looking at a dead man.”

      Vinnie rolled his eyes, thinking I was joking. Then he got a load of the stench and gagged two times. “What’s that goddawful smell?”

      “A dead man.”

      He wiped his nose and gave his head a brisk shake—the dead man comment still not registering. “Dylan told me to watch over you,” he muttered.

      “Dylan told you to watch over me,” I repeated in laughter.

      “Yes, Dolce. He said you have a tendency to get in trouble. Pulling you feet-first out of the smelliest dumpster I’ve ever run across qualifies as trouble.” I had a reputation. Did I earn it? Yes, I did. If I didn’t cause the catastrophe, I somehow fell into it.

      Vinnie and Dylan had struck up an unlikely friendship when Dylan beat out the starting defensive end last fall on the football team. Evidently, the loser didn’t take it well and took a swing at Dylan during practice. No one thought a sophomore could fight, but Dylan went medieval on him, dropped him in two punches, pillaged his pride, and ultimately dislodged a molar. Apparently, it impressed Vinnie so much he took a lowly sophomore under his wing. That sounded like a fairytale once it rolled around in my brain. Thing was, Vinnie was a “reformed” everything, loose emphasis on the quotations. His name was breathed in between every misdemeanor offense you could think of. Dylan was more or less keeping him clean since Vinnie had the pipe dream of playing college football. Yeah, well good luck with that. My guess was Vinnie couldn’t make the weigh-in.

      “Who’s out here with you?” he barked accusingly. Basically, it was me, the dead guy, and the idiocy that followed me everywhere.

      I pointed over to the stiff, pinkish gray fingers and saw Vinnie pale two shades and teeter forward. He looked at the body, then to me, and put his hand over his heart like someone would if a dead soldier from war finally made it to U.S. soil. Then I swear, he started humming “America the Beautiful.”

      I loved America and miraculously fought off the urge to laugh. To add to the hilarity, Vinnie drove a pink Volkswagen Bug and had somehow squeezed his moon-pie-lovin’ lump of a behind into it. Why was it pink? He won it when he kept his hand on the hood all night in a contest. It even had black plastic eyelashes on the headlights, custom-made for a girl celebrating her femininity. Although bizarre, a man’s car is a man’s car. The moment he sang, “And crown thy good with brotherhood,” he stopped with a little girl eek, like he knew his car was in danger.

      A yellow Dodge Charger materialized out of nowhere.

      The car plowed toward me, growling like an angry locomotive on a death mission. I had a split second of paralyzing fear, wondering if my life would end as a hood ornament, but its brakes suddenly screamed—biting and hissing—then screeched to a halt beside Vinnie’s parked car.

      Maybe the universe was trying to kill me.

      The Charger’s door was angrily punched wide, grazing the side of the Bug as one gargantuan-sized man jumped out cursing. He was wearing a black hoodie that had to be a quadruple X. I was a fan of hoodies. They could cover a multitude of bodily sins, but I must say, that man brought a whole new meaning to the term Big and Tall. The hooded figure slammed his fist on the roof of the Bug, talking about somebody’s mother in a very unflattering way.

      “What the…” bleep profanity, he cursed.

      “What the…” bleep profanity, “to you!” Vinnie cursed back.

      I cringed, actually putting my hands over my ears. Somehow, my mind bleeped out most profanity. My father rarely cursed, and I mean rarely, so it was on the forbidden list. And my father’s forbidden list was a little longer than most folk’s. He was all about “the body is a temple.” Trouble was, mine thought it was a “den of sin.”

      Vinnie thundered over to the side that was dented, like a mad dog off his chain. Bending over, his red shorts drooped, flashing a crack so big it rivaled the Liberty Bell. “You think I can buff that out?”

      I was just wondering if they made toilet paper that big.

      “You,” the hooded man glared, pointing a thick finger at Vinnie. “Get out of my way.” Get out of his way? I thought. We were parked and in a parking lot. He was the one that chose to turn into it and just about mow us down.

      Right then his hoodie fell, and if Darwin was still looking for his Missing Link, I was pretty sure we might’ve found him. Not only was he humongous, but his dark eyes were set between bushy eyebrows, his nose had been broken, and his face had a two-inch beard.

      “Who are you?” he demanded of me.

      I didn’t know why he wanted to know, but I dumbly answered, “Darcy Walker.”

      It was like a jolt of recollection smacked him right in the kisser. His body gave an immediate, involuntary jerk as he moved his attention from Vinnie and onto me, mulling over every inch of my face, his eyes narrowing then relaxing, like he was reacquainting himself. Taking another step forward, he was nothing but powerful strength with emotions about to pop.

      He muttered, “Good God, it can’t be,” to himself as he rubbed a hand over his week-old beard.

      Vinnie looked at Darwin’s Missing Link with a smirk, figuring Darwin was just looking for a Mrs. Darwin. “Dolce, sometimes people are just dumb.” I kind of smiled, but I needed to corral Vinnie as quickly as possible. The mood he was in, he might slap the man between two slices of bread and have a sandwich.

      Darwin’s Missing Link jerked his head toward Vinnie. “So what’s your problem, man?” he bellowed. Normally, I liked a good fight as much as the next person, but there was a dead body six feet away from us. I found conversation a waste of time.

      “Right now, it’s you,” Vinnie said, snorting loudly. “My mind’s trying to come to grips with the dead body we’ve found.” I stomped on Vinnie’s foot. I wasn’t sure we wanted to release that information to the public, but Vinnie already let the cat out of the bag. The man glanced over Vinnie’s shoulder and all of a sudden looked weirded out, his chest rising and falling fast when he saw the fingers hanging out the corner of the dumpster. The odor didn’t faze him—maybe it’s because his nose was nearly twice the normal size. Mumbling to himself, he said a few choice, profane words and ultimately looked at us like we were the culprits.

      Swell.

      After some bizarre posturing that basically was like two Sumo wrestlers chesting away at one another, Vinnie’s temper exploded. With a teeth-baring snarl, he slammed the man chest down onto his Charger, his left arm pulled so high he was almost scratching his own neck. Darwin’s Missing Link grunted loudly, and the air filled with the sound of cracking bones.

      Once he sputtered out, “Okay!” Vinnie’s temper came to a grinding halt. Vinnie muttered something Italian and shoved Darwin’s Missing Link toward the door of his car. He piled inside and then hung out the window, wiping his nose on his sleeve. “We’ll talk later,” he roared.

      Vinnie looked at the dented door of his Bug and out of the blue took his right foot and planted it on the driver’s side of the Charger, leaving a crater the size of a soft ball. “Yeah, we’ll talk later,” Vinnie said, snorting in a promise.

      Whatever the heck that meant in Manland.

      Vrooming his engine a few times, he backed out, kicking up some stray gravel as he gave us some unflattering hand gestures. “I should’ve knee-capped him,” Vinnie said in a gruff tone.

      A breeze kicked up, stirring up the putrid dumpster smell. Considering vomiting, once again I shook it off right as my name was yelled with the force of a megaphoned howitzer. It wasn’t in veneration, people. I stiffened, and when I dared to seek it out, I saw the school counselor, Laken Dempsey, storming my way like a ticked off Tasmanian devil.

      It was one of those situations that proved I needed to reboot my brain. I needed to settle down, be a nice little girl, stay in class, and crochet a doily or something because the moment I stuck one foot in sin, I was the type that always got caught.

      I heard, “Darcy!” Three seconds later, I heard a more formal, “Darcy Walker!”

      When I gave her the trifecta of deaf, dumb, and mute, I heard it even louder. “DARCY!” she shouted.

      I looked at Vinnie, he looked at me, and we both knew it was now or never. Turning around, I gave her an idiotic wave that she opted not to return.

      Well, wasn’t that rude.

      Dressed in a tan pencil skirt and white fitted blouse, Ms. Dempsey was a bombshell by middle-aged standards. Heck, by teenage standards. She was a natural blonde, model-thin with curves that made a guy’s eyes pop out of his sockets. Plus, she had a set of long legs that were practically to her armpits. Ms. Dempsey was newly single, her blink-and-you’ll-miss-it marriage barely over. Vinnie grinned from ear-to-ear like he had a chance.

      Vinnie was an absolute moron.

      She belted out, “Whose bright idea was this to skip class?!”

      There wasn’t a lot of finger pointing going on. For God’s sake, everyone knew it was me.

      In a fit of insanity, I glued on some press-on nails the night before. They were pink, girly—everything I wasn’t. I ripped off two and spit them onto the ground, back to my normal nubs. I needed some sort of stress management course. I’d just had my hands in my mouth when I’d been in a dumpster with a dead man. I spit three more times, trying to get rid of the dead body cooties.

      She repeated again, “Who told you it was okay to be out here, Darcy?”

      I looked in her sky-blue eyes, blinked a big smile, and like an idiot responded, “It’s better to ask for forgiveness than permission, I always say.”

      Sometimes it was best I kept my mouth shut…it really, really was.

      Ms. Dempsey massaged her forehead, releasing what looked like a massive migraine. Vinnie glanced at her expression, moaning in sympathy. He leaned up on the Bug, the car groaning from his weight. Oh, God, help us. I knew that look…he was getting his flirt on.

      I no sooner gasped, “No,” out of my mouth when she inhaled deeply and nearly retched all over the place.

      While she was doubled-over, Vinnie rubbed small circles on her back as her gag reflex negotiated with the stench before her. “Now there-there, Ms. Dempsey. Let Vinnie take care of everything. Darcy and I weren’t out here running off to get married. She’s, um, untouched. I like the experienced type, and just so you know, I think your husband’s a fool for dumping you.”

      I swear, Vinnie ate paint chips as a child.

      If that was an attempt to make her feel better, it backfired. Her mouth dropped wide as she lifted one french-manicured finger mouthing, “One minute.” Then she shook her head hard, either shaking off a bad memory or the thought of Vinnie as her significant other.

      She ignored him, deciding to focus on me. “What’s up, Darcy? What has you so curious that you’d walk right out of class?”

      I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

      Vinnie roughed me up a little as he stepped in front of me. “I’ll tell you what has her so curious, Ms. Dempsey. It’s that smell. There’s a stiff in the dumpster.”

      She furrowed her brows, her big blue eyes confused. “A what?”

      Vinnie rolled his eyes, pointing out her vernacular with dead bodies was archaic. “A stiff.”

      “A dead body,” I clarified.

      She went statute-still, not moving, not flinching. “A dead body,” she repeated tonelessly.

      “Uh-huh,” Vinnie started preaching. “And by the looks of things, this guy gave up the ghost awhile ago.”

      After Vinnie gave her the play-by-play of pulling me out of the dumpster, I pitched a thumb over my shoulder. When she still didn’t move, Vinnie grabbed her arm, dragging her across the parking lot, her tan heels clickety-clacking on the pavement. Her skirt and white blouse got caught by the wind as she perched herself on top of the cardboard boxes. Vinnie had one eye trained on her thigh, the other on the dead man’s hand. I cleared my throat, trying to give him the message to rein in the bad boy, but Vinnie was looking at her like she was a moon pie.

      She stood there for a few seconds, gasped, coughed, and fought a vomit-filled gag.

      “Yeah,” Vinnie agreed with a snort, casting me a downturned look. “Dolce didn’t seem to have the same reaction as you and I did.”

      “Shove it where the sun don’t shine,” I mouthed. When he continued to frown over his shoulder, I stuck my tongue out. That coming from a male who made out with moon pies and Red Bull every night.

      Once Ms. Dempsey pulled herself together, she asked the obvious. “Why would you crawl into the dumpster with a dead guy, Darcy?”

      Good question. One I didn’t have an answer for. “I guess I thought he might still be alive.”

      Vinnie’s face went lax, mournful, and I swear, I saw a tear. “That was a brave thing to do, Dolce.” I thought I was brave once. I had to give an impromptu speech about the fall of the Mayan Empire. All I said was “blood, war, rivalries, maybe a little too much bad luck and the shama lama, ding-dong, and voila, your tribe was dunzo.” That was brave. Right then was dumb-butt insanity.

      Ms. Dempsey stumbled back down into Vinnie’s arms and started talking to herself—contemplating her next steps, debating whether she should go to the principal first or dial 911 and be done with it. Finally, she pulled her cell phone out of the pocket of her skirt and thumbed in the speed dial for her boss.

      When she was done with both conversations, she whispered, “Who is he?”

      Vinnie and I looked at one another and shrugged like nimrods. Hand to heart, neither of us had a clue. But that was Darcyville. Stuff happened in Darcyville, and I was left to either accept it or annihilate the SOBs that caused it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter Four
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      My word, that was either too good to be true or too screwed up to even fathom. Had I, in fact, found a dead body? A dead body that people in school might’ve known about before it was even discovered? That could be the fantasy of all fantasies, or I’d taken an even deeper step into crazy.

      After several I don’t know, officers, Yes, I was skipping class, and No, I’ve never seen him befores, school was over, and Vinnie drove me home in his rattletrap.

      So much for excitement. One minute you have it, and the next it’s snuffed out by those in authority.

      The killjoys.

      My house is in Buffalo Trails Country Club off of Tylersville Road. Don’t let that little CC behind our neighborhood fool you though. Ours wasn’t Olympic-sized swimming pools, expensive cars, and fancy parties—that was up the street. Ours was foreclosure city and the short road to Hell.

      Acquiring our name from the historic buffalo trail that ran through the area, we set out with the intentions of being a first-rate lodge, but the Club dried up before anyone could ever swing a club, period. Four holes were built, but that was when disaster struck. The original developer “buffaloed” potential homeowners, stole their deposits, and ran off to Fiji. Or so went the rumor mill. To the day, he was still listed in the post office as MIA. As a result, the remaining fourteen holes were green spaced with town homes and condominiums. But for those of us who loved to golf, we traveled those four holes on a loop, knowing we looked like morons.

      Our house is at the end of the cul-de-sac on Bison Boulevard. It was your traditional red brick with black shutters and coach lights lining the drive. The design was thought out—it made sense and was appealing. It didn’t matter, however, when our neighbors kept pink, plastic flamingos as lawn decorations. Their stupidity unwittingly rubbed off. Even so, homes were mostly well kept but not outlandish. No one had money enough to be outlandish, and even if one did, property lines were a blur. Our street was built for three homes, but when the Club went belly-up, a fourth house broke the homeowner’s code and was shoved in the cul-de-sac almost sideways to close out the street.

      As far as economic status went, we were a neighborhood of used minivans and affordable, four-door sedans. Where did the Walkers fit into the equation? We weren’t poor, but we were barely middle class. And it wasn’t that my father didn’t make good money. He just insisted on having two college plans apiece for my sister and me. I tried to tell him my plan was a wasted cause, but it went over about as well as claiming I was a friendly ant at a picnic.

      If the double-coverage college plans weren’t enough, he had insurance policies out the wazoo. Opening his bills once, I ran across two quarterly statements for accidental death and dismemberment policies. Maybe it was a good idea to have one, but two? My father sat at his desk all day talking to his colleagues about the volatile world of insurance. It wasn’t like his bungee cord was going to snap or a chainsaw was going to land on him. But Murphy liked to be prepared and unfortunately had some major life lessons that made him walk on eggshells, trying to plan for things he wished would happen and things he wished wouldn’t have happened at all.

      Our home was the standard Cincinnati two-story—front door in the middle, office to the left, dining room on the right, hardwood kitchen in rear, mirrored by a den. A mudroom connected the den to the garage. No sooner had I kicked my shoes off in the kitchen, than my father came in through the mudroom early. He’d been at some continuing education class and had taken the term “business casual” to an all-new level. He sported golfing clothes, Adidas sneakers, and a Cincinnati Reds ballcap. My father, Murphy, always wore a hat. It wasn’t to hide a dirty head or balding spot. I think it was to block out the world.

      With curly brown hair and Cherokee Indian lineage, Murphy wasn’t short in the looks department. At six foot two, he was physically imposing with guns for arms and hands that could span a basketball. Chiseled with high cheekbones, he had a pair of deep-set brown eyes the color of gingerbread. Eyes that one minute could warm your soul—the next blow as cold as death. You see, Murphy was a bad boy—a reformed bad boy, nonetheless—but bad boys were like shelving unstable chemicals. They were fine when left alone, but shake them up and it was a whole different story.

      Immediately, my palms got sweaty. Murphy knew, I gasped to myself. His eyes were narrowed, full of ticked-off parental privilege, and a spanking he was considering dispensing.

      I needed a foxhole.

      My word…maybe I needed a gun.

      With no other recourse, I held my chin high and gave him a circle wave. “Hey, Murphy.”

      I called my father by his first name. A practice I’d observed for fifteen years. The present time probably called for something more traditional, but old habits die hard…even when they were dumb.

      I slid into one of the black wooden chairs around the kitchen table, too afraid to even breathe. Murphy woke up in a bad mood and honestly had been crabby since the first burst of green punched through the ground. Why? It was diet season—his goal to lose ten pounds in the next two weeks.

      Hunger could zap the sense of humor, people. It really could.

      Carrying a bag of what I knew was squirrel feed (my little sister was convinced she had a pet squirrel), Murphy stalked slowly across the hardwood floor, his jaw painted into a harsh, angry line. Stopping one foot in front of me, he kicked the leg of my chair and opened his mouth.

      “You ain’t sittin’ at my table. You smell like a polecat that took a shower in cat piss. Hit the stairs.”

      Murphy’s Kentuckyisms always came out when he was angry. Plus, he used the dreaded P-word. I wasn’t even allowed to utter that word lest I be threatened with a dunking in the nearest baptismal.

      Stubbornly, I tromped over to the refrigerator, threw the door wide, and squirted some canned Reddi-wip whipped cream in my mouth. I wasn’t sure why I was being confrontational—I didn’t have a leg to stand on—yet, I found myself giving Murphy a dose of his own medicine. As he grumbled and opened the bag of squirrel feed, I slammed the door shut, stomped loudly across the hardwood, and even louder up the stairs.

      After I took a volcanic shower—hoping to kill the dumpster breeding ground—I begrudgingly came back downstairs. In the kitchen, Murphy was getting his Kentucky on, dipping fried chicken out of a cast iron skillet onto a paper towel-covered platter. Sliding his reading glasses onto his nose, he measured out buttermilk for a quick batch of gravy.

      The Walkers were simple folk when it came to mealtime. Murphy cooked Southern meals like barbecue, fried chicken, and macaroni and cheese, but six nights out of seven, it was on paper plates accompanied with red plastic cups from Costco.

      My little sister tooled around town with our nanny, Claudia. Honestly, that should be against the law. Claudia was Puerto Rican and spoke Spanglish. She barely understood the road signs. And as far as being a traditional nanny? That insinuated a level of wealth when in reality Claudia might be the cheapest baby sitter on the North American continent. Nevertheless, I set the table for two and slid back into my chair, remoting on the television. Murphy angrily snatched the controller from my hand, sat his grumbling body in a seat, and shut it down with the force of a Neanderthal. He may have broken it, but I decided not to comment.

      After I piled my plate full of chicken, mashed potatoes, and macaroni, I took a swig of grape Kool-Aid, waiting for him to grunt, speak, or heck, disembowel me with his fork.

      I heard the Jeopardy theme in my head. Murphy could be the silent type.

      After he licked some gravy from his spoon, he wiped his mouth with a napkin, praying, “Dear God in Heaven on the Great White Throne.”

      Not the opener I had hoped for, but I tried to capitalize on the conversation nonetheless. “So how is God these days?” Murphy looked at his plate, giving me nothing. “Well, how about insurance class?”

      “Power down, kid,” he said. Murphy always talked in terms of electronics when he felt people needed a rewiring. Unfortunately, that constituted ninety percent of our conversations.

      Murphy’s stare bore into mine, and I wasn’t sure what he was thinking. Maybe he rued the day he became a single father or the day I was even born, but when nothing came out of his mouth, I erroneously thought we were going to leave it as one of those things best left unsaid.

      I took two more bites of macaroni, thinking I was safe. But then he spat, “Okay, if you’re not going to say anything, then I will. The Valley of the Shadow of Death called today, and I understand you happened across a dead body.”

      Murphy called Valley High the Valley of the Shadow of Death. Not literal death, of course, but maybe the death of innocence and a parent’s ability to cope. Funny that the nickname should be taken literally.

      I swallowed. “Mind blowing, isn’t it.”

      Murphy gave me a surprised, almost painful blink. “Jesus Christ,” he prayed. His eyes bugged out briefly, and he paused to breathe deep. I’m guessing he held out hope it was only rumor. “Why are you always in trouble, kid?” he eventually muttered. “Do you know how I felt when I got a call from the principal and the police?” Some air left my lungs. “Yeah,” he sneered, “it was a courtesy call, I guess, because they told me they wanted to question you. Be glad I couldn’t make it. I was up to my ears in flood damage, but I told them to drown you in their own version of waterboarding if they so desired.”

      I didn’t know what to say and found silence as the best response. Murphy bit off a piece of chicken when I had a feeling he wanted it to be my head. There was some mumbling I couldn’t decipher, shifting in his seat, and finally, “Good God, save me from her, from myself, and from the horned bandit that’s always after me.”

      Murphy was Protestant…as in Southern Baptist. When Southern Baptists got rattled, they talked to God like He was sitting in the room with them—asking His opinion, begging for a sign, promising they’d do as He directed if He’d have mercy on their souls and answer the prayer on their terms.

      “Let’s start this conversation over, kid. Tell me why you felt the urge to go outside.”

      Most of the world had no creativity. They just didn’t get it. I tried to summon some remorse, but frankly, I wasn’t sorry. I settled on some idiotic, sheepish smile that resembled indigestion.

      “Your answer?” he pushed.

      I blinked and scratched my arms. Murphy had two rules: try your hardest, and tell the truth. The first was hit or miss. The second was accomplished by fluke. I was a horrible liar. Teenagers could normally fire off a lie at will. My giggle in the middle was a dead giveaway.

      I had to admit sometimes I did tiptoe around the damning details.
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