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Chapter One

CHILLY IN THE underground basement, one of my best friends and I spent the final hours of summer’s freedom on opposite sides of the couch. Kasey’s head poked out from under an orange-and-black chevron afghan. Her arm snaked out from under the blanket as she reached for the bowl of potato chips between us. In fact, we had moved only for snack and/or bathroom breaks since setting up camp earlier in the day. The last of August’s to-do list was to listen to Nirvana’s entire library.

“Did you catch this live when it came out on MTV?” I asked, as the first few notes of “Lake of Fire” sounded. Cobain’s scratchy prophet-like lilt emanated from a set of waist-high speakers next to the fireplace.

“In middle school? I don’t know. They re-air it every now and then though.” She licked the BBQ-flavored spices from a potato chip.

“It wasn’t long after that he was gone, and we were all down here drinking our first beers in his honor.” I gave my can of Mountain Dew a little shake, empty.

“I remember.” Kasey leaned her head back against the pillow. “This is too depressing for words.” She popped the rest of the chip in her mouth and jumped up from the couch to switch off the stereo.

“Hey! I love that one!”

“Come on, Jeremy. You need to practice.” She grabbed my hand and tried to pull me from the couch.

“Seriously?”

“Yes! School starts tomorrow.” She gave up and walked toward her bedroom. Kasey’s basement was hardly that. Basically it was its own two-bedroom apartment with a TV room, kitchen, and dining space. The lower level of her house cut into the hill and opened to a brick patio overlooking a pool and woods beyond. She’d lived down there with her older brother until he left for college. Now, it was just Kasey; her parents lived upstairs.

“Fine!” I called after her. Our senior year was less than twenty-four hours away; she was probably right. My distorted reflection peered back at me from the TV’s black glass as I forced myself out of the sunken cushions.

Kasey’s bedroom walls were sponge-painted with textured splats in varying shades of flamingo pink. It was dizzying and the opposite of subtle, but the same went for her.

“Jeez, you’ve grown, like, a foot in the last month. You could’ve played football this year.” She reached for my shoulders and positioned me in front of her closet mirrors.

“That would mean more time around Russ. Plus, Mom would never let me.”

Kasey stepped back, assessing my reflection. “Now, say it.”

“Suck it, Russ.” The words rolled clumsily off my tongue. I rushed through the line because I hated every minute of it.

Russ Landry had been making my life miserable forever. Kasey was convinced if I stood up to him, he’d leave me alone. I figured it would likely get me punched. But ignoring the bastard, which I’d been trying to do for years, proved an unsuccessful strategy.

She shoved me forward and flopped onto her bed. “You’ll get nowhere if you say it like that. This needs flair, Jeremy. Again.”

I repeated the line with some sass that I would never replicate in real life.

“Grasshopper, you must deliver a blow of such magnitude that thine enemy is left stunned.” Kasey flipped through the latest issue of a teen fashion magazine. She hadn’t even seen my sashay.

“Is that why you tell people to suck your dick?” I cleared my throat, a little embarrassed.

“I only tell misogynists that, and yyyyep.” Kasey unwrapped a sucker and stuck it in her mouth. “Wah-wa?” she asked, her speech hindered by the candy.

“I’m good.” I sat next to her. The magazine contained musky perfume samples. Kasey found one and rubbed the paper on both her wrists and neck.

“Yuck, that smells awful,” I said.

“You’re crazy. Everyone loves CK One.” She flipped through the special back-to-school edition. “Wanna read your horoscope? Cancer, right?”

“Yeah.”

“So obvious.”

She read my crab-shelled future.

 

KIDS PACKED THE halls, most of them showing off stiff new clothes and kicks. My sneakers were the same ones from last year, and these new jeans were already creating itchy red impressions on my gut. Mom had spent most of her last paycheck getting new school clothes for me. So, I wasn’t about to tell her. I’d wash them less and hope for some stretching. Maybe try to lose a couple pounds. Or not. Overweight, with kinky hair and sweat permanently lining the sides of my face, I was boundaries upon borders.

As I mixed with the herd, it hit me how this would be the last time I’d cross the threshold of these halls with a whole 182 days of lectures and homework in front of me. The last time I’d find my new locker and get all sweaty when the combination didn’t work the first, second, or…third time. Damn it! I slammed my palm into the area above the lock, and the door opened with a clang. I stacked a fat binder and a package of loose-leaf paper on the top shelf but kept a few pencils and spiral-bound notebooks in my backpack for later.

“Wat up, beeyotch?”

The last year I’d have to deal with Russ Landry.

The jerk rounded the corner, high-fiving one of his lackeys. “Boo-yah!” The two bumped chests and foot traffic came to a standstill as they hashed out how their summers had gone.

I kept my head down and decided on going the long way.

My first two classes, World History and Classic Lit, went off without a hitch. I kept to myself in the back of each room. Nobody I hung out with on the reg were in those classes, but neither was my archnemesis.

My two best friends were supposed to be in Physics with me though. I weaved through mazes of people the whole way. The district had approved the transformation of the smoker’s courtyard a decade ago. Filled in with cinder blocks and fluorescent lights, the once green space had become three climate-controlled classrooms and a computer lab. Stuart and Kasey both waved as I walked in, and Stuart removed his backpack from the empty chair next to him.

“How goes it?” he asked. We’d been bros since we were a couple of twerps in elementary school.

“I’m here, ain’t I?”

The bell rang, and everyone hustled to find a seat. Kasey sat across the aisle, and I leaned over and whispered, “Hey” before the teacher introduced herself and started taking attendance.

“Warsh?” Mrs. Paisley had frizzy sand-colored hair and wore a pair of lavender-framed glasses that kept sliding down her nose. Her long skirt had a swirling purple-and-red-violet paisley pattern, and I figured that was a purposeful choice. “Jeremy Warsh?”

People said my full name, and their mouths sounded full, as if they’d tucked two midsized sacks of marbles into their cheek pockets.

“Here,” I murmured.

“All righty, then. That’s all of us. Welcome, Class of ’99; this is Physics!” Mrs. Paisley motioned to the room. She went right into a lecture on potential versus kinetic energy, not wasting a second of time with introductions and getting-to-know-you posters. I hard-core respected this decision. As she turned to write on the whiteboard, the classroom erupted with shuffling and zipping noises.

“I love that sound!” Mrs. Paisley chimed with her back still toward us. “It means you are invested in your futures! Your mission, if you choose to accept it, and you must…” Mrs. Paisley paused. Thirty adolescent groans tolled. “…is to build a mousetrap powered car by the end of this week.” She straightened a stack of papers at her lab table. A couple hands shot up. Mrs. Paisley carried the bundle to the front of her desk and handed them to me.

“Jeremy will pass out the instruction sheets, which I expect will answer many of your questions. But, yes, you there. In the back, mm-hmm.” Mrs. Paisley pointed to the back of the room. “I don’t know your name yet. What’s your question?”

The legs of my seat grated against the freshly polished linoleum floor. I counted two papers for each table. Russ Landry sat in the last row, smirking in his letterman jacket. Why the winter coat? It was ninety degrees outside. Even the AC struggled to keep up with the heavy August heat. Passing out the papers caused a line of perspiration to form under my pits. I tossed the handouts at him. Of course, he let them float to the floor.

“Hey, p-p-porky.” He talked loud enough for the kids around him to hear, but not Mrs. Paisley. Hardly ever did a teacher catch this guy in prick-mode. “You better p-p-pick those up.”

I’d stuttered one time in eighth grade during an oral presentation on Aztec culture—or maybe the Mayans? I couldn’t remember. Point was, Russ did. Assholes must be born with an extra memory sector. Within the additional brain fold existed embarrassing details from every weirdo’s tiny life.

“You wanna suck it, Russ?” My voice wavered, registering higher at the end of the sentence. Damn it. That wasn’t what I’d practiced all summer with Kasey. She’d made it sound hard and offensive. I sounded as if I’d just offered my junk on a serving platter. People snorted with laughter. My heart raced. Sprouting legs and wearing knee socks, shoes, and a sweatband, the little organ sprinted inside my chest.

“You think you’re funny now?” Russ leaned over the desk looking up at me, a coiled snake shaking its rattle.

“No.” I backed away.

“Nobody talks to me like that.” His cheeks flushed with excitement, anger, or his own body heat trapped in that ridiculous puffy coat. He wouldn’t make a scene now, would he? I walked away totally aware a beating could be on my horizon.

“Are you okay?” Stuart asked. “You gonna hurl, Warshman?”

“Possibly.” I patted my clammy face and sat back down.

“That sucks. I hoped to hit up Hefties for lunch.”

The burger joint down the street permeated a constant smoky smell, bringing even the crunchiest of health nuts to their knees. “I’m in.”

The bell rang—although more accurately, it chirped, signaling the end of class. Stuart promised to meet me at the restaurant and left. I’d shoved the new textbook and notepad into my bag when a meaty hand slammed all my stuff back down on the table.

“Leave him alone, Russ.” Kasey stood at the lab station next to mine, fitting her arms through the straps of her bedazzled backpack. Boys loved Kasey. She made out with a few but typically moved on after a couple weeks, claiming an overall dullness contaminated our species.

A creepy smile surfaced on Russ’s face as he sauntered toward her. “Looking good this year, Kasey.” He adjusted his crotch and waited for the usual coo he got from most girls when he handed out compliments. Kasey ignored him.

“What, you’re not gonna acknowledge me now? You had something to say when I was tryna chat with your boyfriend over there.” Russ placed both his palms on the table, claiming territory wherever he could get it. His stubbled jaw, level with Kasey’s chest, flexed as he chewed a wad of fluorescent green gum between his front teeth. “Least you can do is give me a smile, girl.”

Kasey tilted her head to the side and batted her lashes at Russ. Extending both middle fingers, she said, “See you around, pig.”

“You can count on it.” Russ pushed away from the table, watching her leave. He adjusted himself again.

I grabbed my things and hurried out of the room behind her. Russ feigned a pounce at me.

“She won’t always be around to protect you, dork!” he threatened.

Bodies shuffled through the two-lane hall. I trotted after Kasey. An easy trail to follow, her fake raspberry body spray overpowered the surrounding scents with its sweet-and-sour candyness.

“Wait up!” I panted.

“Do me a favor, Jeremy.” She stopped short, turning to point her finger in my face. “Don’t you ever pull that shit, okay?”

“I would never…” When her signature cat-eye outline around her eyes disappeared in a squinty glare, I knew to agree with whatever she said. “Um, okay…”

“Never tell a girl to smile for you.” Her lips were stained the same color as her cuffed maroon minidress. Stomping down the hall, she came up to my shoulders in her chunky Mary Janes. “You know why?”

I leaned against the wall of lockers and looked around. Kasey’s loudness and spasmodic movements were garnering attention.

“I’ll tell you why.” She wrenched her padlock down and banged open the metal door. “Because it’s not a woman’s job to look cute for you. That’s why.” Kasey dumped the textbooks from her morning classes in the bottom of her locker. She grabbed a fresh folder and zipped up her backpack. “Got it?” Hives were forming on her neck.

“Kase, it’s me,” I whispered. “You’re more than how you look.” That got her attention, and her shoulders relaxed. “We all are, right?”

“Right.” She rolled her lips. “Ready for lunch?”

“Sure. Stu said he’d meet us at Hefties.”

“Cool.” Her purse hit me in the stomach as she flung it over her shoulder. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

We stepped across the school building’s threshold, and my lungs pitched back against the glass doors—the southern Ohio air so thick with moisture, it was near solid. Throughout the neighborhood, the steady whir of AC units hummed, an orchestra of heavy machinery tuning relentlessly but never playing their own song. They had a job to do. Cool the people. This town could stifle anything.




Chapter Two

PACKED WITH A mix of upperclassmen, construction workers, office temps, and people dressed in scrubs, Hefties was the only fast-food joint in town. The walls were decorated with framed newspaper clippings—colorless pictures of sharply dressed men shaking hands and clapping each other on the back. Rumor had it Hefties was the inspiration for one of the major burger chains found in every city across America.

Stuart was queued up at the front, near the registers. Adults grumbled when Kasey and I scooted in next to him.

“Welcome to Hefties. May I take your order?” The middle-aged woman behind the counter had dark bags under her eyes and oily skin, but that could have been from all the kitchen grease. She wore her hair pinned back in a tight bun and didn’t make eye contact.

Stuart and Kasey hurried off to claim our seat while I ordered smiley meals for all of us and paid with the cash Kasey slipped me. After the waitress piled a tray with three colorful sacks of food, I carried it through the crowded dining room to our usual table next to the plate glass window. A pony wall topped with dusty fake plants offered up some privacy and blocked the stinking trash can from view. I passed my friends their meals, while Stuart chatted about new music. He worked a couple shifts each week at Spinz, the only record store within a twenty-mile radius of our town. A dream job if ever there was one. The manager paid under the table, and most of our acquaintances creamed themselves over Stuart’s ever-growing pop-punk vinyl collection.

I never told anyone I had applied at Spinz. But the shopgirl, with her purple hair and multiple face piercings, crumpled up my application before the bells jangled above the exit door. Stuart got the job a week later. I didn’t understand what made him more desirable as an employee. He was thinner, but ghastly so, with thick, wiry black hair that took on a mushroom formation if he went too long between haircuts. Along his temples, faint blue curving veins were always visible. Maybe shopgirl had mistaken his pallor for drug addiction, speed being way cooler than emo chub. I picked up work as a bagger at Bern’s, an independent grocery store right next to my apartment building, and have been there ever since. It would never be as glamorous as all those records, but it paid for the insurance I needed to drive.

Spinz would not have been a good match. Any time conversations veered toward the verbal pissing contest over what indie band would sell out next, I clammed up. Spoiler alert! Anyone with the chance of signing with a major label took the money. So really, the debate boiled down to a bunch of pimply kids gabbing themselves into circles and dropping band names. Anyone who thought punks couldn’t be pretentious was a damn idiot.

The other little nugget in play here was that I was awful at remembering the names of groups. They were all too random to stay in my brain. Lyrics got stuck in my head, and there were bands I enjoyed more than others. But conversations tended toward this…

 

“Have you heard the new so-and-so?”

“I don’t know, maybe.”

 

End of story, because I never could recall who was who; I didn’t have the knack for it. The clerk at Spinz had done me a big favor. When she crumpled my application, she single-handedly prevented hundreds of awkward exchanges with customers.

“What do you guys think of our classes so far?” I interrupted Stuart. Dude needed to pipe down and eat something before he forgot.

“That’s what you wanna talk about?” Stuart gulped down a bite and took a sip of pop. “For six hours a day, we listen to what they want us to. Out here, we don’t. Jeremy Warsh, this is freedom lunch. Act accordingly, man.”

“It’s the first day of our senior year.” I shrugged and dumped my fries onto the tray. “Maybe this year will be different.”

Kasey tore open a pack of honey mustard sauce for her nuggets. “Nothing ever changes in there, Jeremy.”

“I don’t know, you guys.”

“Don’t kid yourself, Warsh.” Bits of Stuart’s chewed burger bun hit the table.

“The end is in sight though, right? It’s almost over. We made it through all in one piece.” Arguably.

Pieces of ourselves had surely been chipped away by the years of harassment we’d lived through. But nobody disagreed—out loud anyway. We munched quietly until Desiree and Danielle joined us. I scooted around to make room for an extra chair.

Des and Dani were advanced students. They spent their mornings at the community college campus and joined the rest of us for the afternoon. Fraternal twins, they both had dark brown eyes and skin. They looked more like sisters, rather than twins. Same height, similar coloring, but Dani’s facial features were rounder, and she had a cute dusting of freckles covering her nose and the tops of her cheeks. Their family had moved to Ohio our sophomore year. Between drama and band, they’d fallen in with our crew.

“How goes it in the world of collegiate academia?” Stuart added a snooty accent to his speech. His chin disappeared in a weird approximation of a royal pout.

“Shut up, Stuart.” Dani rolled her eyes and handed Des a burger.

“To be honest, college courses are equally mind-numbing. Only, the professors don’t care if you show up, so nobody’s ever there.” Des unwrapped her sandwich and folded her hands in her lap. She lowered her head in silent prayer. Their dad had taken a position as a leader at one of the big churches in the city.

“Except for us.” Dani dug into her lunch sans pious ritual. She’d explained once how she didn’t feel the need to make a whole public thing over praying. I only half understood because Mom and I went to church for the occasional holiday, and that was it. My theological life lacked depth.

“What do you mean they don’t care if you’re there?” I asked.

“They don’t take attendance. It’s all on you, the student,” Des explained.

“So, you guys could show up whenever you want? Nobody’s keeping track?” Stuart looked intrigued, one eyebrow cocked so high it got lost among his unfortunate bangs. If I didn’t know better, I’d bet on him using a curling iron.

“Yeah, but we still have to pass,” Dani stated. The sisters shared a look. They’d known Stuart long enough to recognize a bad-idea-face when they saw one.

“So, we have to go,” Des clarified slowly.

I wasn’t really paying attention. Instead, I was focusing on whether I’d need a third mini-cup of ketchup when Kasey elbowed me.

“Did you see this?” She dangled the plastic toy she’d gotten in her smiley meal.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Look.” Kasey ripped open the packaging and pulled out a cheap knockoff of Scooby-Doo’s Mystery Machine. A shade of country blue, the van contained four passable characters piled on the seats next to a big spotted dog—a Scooby stranger. Kasey set it on the table, pulled it back a bit, and let go. The van took off over the smooth surface and crashed into Des’s cup.

“Hey! Watch it!”

Retrieving the toy, Kasey smiled. Her teeth flashed perfect, almost blue-white against her reddish-brown lipstick. “I just figured out how to ace the physics homework!”

“You mean you’re gonna cheat?” I asked. This stopped the chitchat around us. Des and Dani, gifted pupils that they were, took offense at the prospect.

“What’s the assignment?” Des asked.

Stuart explained the energy transfer lecture from the morning.

“You don’t even need to cheat, Kasey.” Dani finished off the rest of her soft-serve ice cream. “Trust science. It will do the job.”

Kasey rolled her eyes and sucked in her cheeks, looking pissed. “Consider it insurance then.” She grabbed the toy and walked out of the eatery.

“What’s her problem?” Stuart asked. We all turned toward the window and watched Kasey wobble in her heels on her way back to school.

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Back to school blues? Is that really a thing?”

“Maybe,” Dani said.

I popped the lid off my drink and shook the ice around. “We had a run-in with Russ today.”

“That could ruin anyone’s day,” said Des.

I agreed, but we’d been handling Landry for a long time. Kasey was kind of a master at shaking things off. A little ping in my brain signaled something else might be up with my friend. Getting her to open up though—now there was a hurdle measuring five and a half feet without heels.




Chapter Three

MOM AND I lived in a small apartment complex near an area referred to as Frog’s Landing, so-called for the side streets that were named after thirteen different species of the amphibian. I tossed my keys into the wooden bowl on the counter next to the front door. Mom stood in front of the stove top stirring a sizzling pan of ground meat. A box of Hamburger Helper lay torn open next to the sink.

“How was your day?” Mom asked without looking at me. She’d tied an apron over her secretary’s uniform—an A-line skirt, blazer, and flimsy blouse. “Damn it!” She jumped back from the stove. Her fingers tested a grease splatter near the jacket’s lapel. “I knew I should have changed.” She frowned while dabbing dish soap on the fabric.

“Fine,” I said, picking up the wooden spoon where she’d left it.

“Hmm?” She turned around, still scratching at the stain on her work clothes.

“My day was fine.”

“Good, glad to hear it.”

“You asked.”

For as long as I could remember, Mom had held two jobs. After her secretarial gig ended, she’d rush home and whip up a dinner for me, though it was often cold and gummy by suppertime. Then she’d change clothes and work as a night clerk at the gas station a few blocks away. Three jobs between us afforded all this luxury.

“Listen, dear, once you pour the seasoning in, let that simmer for a few more minutes, and it will be ready.”

“It’s only four o’clock, Mom.”

She took a deep breath. Her eyes closed for a beat. “It’s all I can do, Jeremy.” She kissed me on the cheek and walked down the hall leading toward the two bedrooms. From her room, she called out, “Your father called!”

“Awesome,” I mumbled.

The douchier parent by miles, Dad flitted around the parameters of my life. I’d go months without hearing from him, and then in a fit of parental guilt, he’d start calling again. No doubt, he wanted to meet for a meal and catch up.

I gave up trying to make these interactions comfortable in middle school, which was about the time a burning seed of anger took root in my chest. The mad sapling grew in his absence. And when we finally would meet up, I’d sit under the shade of its thick ropy branches while he squirmed. When sweat broke out over the thin line of Dad’s well-trimmed mustache, I’d get a winning jolt from my rage tree.

At the end of each visit, after reaching his father-son time quota, he’d ask if I needed anything. I’d say money, and he’d dole out the bills. I dreamed of shredding it in front of him often enough. But, Mom always needed that extra bump in cash flow. We counted on those quarterly supplements. So, I’d call him back and run through the routine again because Mom deserved the break.

“I’ll call him later, Mom. Once the first week of school is over,” I yelled after her. The lid clanged shut over the soupy meat-noodle mixture, and I turned the heat to simmer.

“You working tonight?” Mom asked as she emerged from the hallway in a pair of too-tight black jeans and a royal-blue polo shirt. She absently tied a matching scrunchie around her black hair.

“Yeah, actually. Bern asked me to help after close a couple days.”

“That late!” Mom made a clicking noise with her tongue. “I don’t like it.”

“I told Bern you wouldn’t. He told me to tell you it’s temporary. He had to fire somebody last week and hasn’t found a replacement.”

“What for?” She asked.

“Rumor was stealing.” I shrugged. “I think the guy had kids though.”

“Oh.” Mom sighed. “That’s sad.”

“Guess so.” We’d had our own hard months when I was too young to help out. Mom scraped together every penny to make sure I was fed. I don’t think she had to steal; Grandpa was still around to lean on then. But I do know if she needed to, she would have.

“Don’t forget to lock up.” Mom grabbed her purse and keys from the coatrack. “And make sure you call your father,” she nagged with a quick squeeze of a hug.

I cracked open a can of generic purple pop labeled GRAPE in bold font and headed to my bedroom. Kasey always begged to come here, but in this, I’d kept her at arm’s length. She lived up the hill in one of the designer mansions. My plain navy bedspread over plaid sheets, chipped bedside table, and thrifted desk wouldn’t live up to her polished bedroom set. A layer of mold growing in a half-empty glass on the nightstand reminded me to clean soon.

My most prized possessions sat in four plastic crates on the floor. Each dusty crate was full of gritty punk zines Stuart had brought over from the record store and my comics collection. Once every month, Grandpa would drive down from the farm and take me to Nati’s Comics just north of Cincy. He’d arrive in a haze of diesel stink in his fat blue pickup truck. It had the longest gear stick I’ve ever seen with a shiny knob at the top.

Grandpa had been an old retired farmer, a regular Jonathan Kent. The kind of guy who would adopt an orphan child from another planet without second-guessing the circumstance. He was what people referred to when they said things like “salt of the earth”—a man who only saw a million ways to sprinkle goodness.

The cellophane-wrapped magazines went mostly unread now. I hadn’t been back to Nati’s since Grandpa passed away. These days, the only person rifling through my alphabetically organized stacks was Stuart.

I sat at my desk and unzipped my backpack. Carbonation bubbles fizzed in the pop can. I took a big gulp, my tongue shocked by sugar and effervescence. In my agenda, I penciled in stuff I’d need to do for upcoming assignments. The mousetrap car was due Friday. Great. I scribbled a list of supplies on a corner of paper and then ripped the mini-list from the header and tucked it in my wallet. Most of what I needed could be found at the grocery store and wouldn’t cost too much money. I thought of Kasey and her plan to cheat with the pull-back van. I’d had one in my smiley meal too. I removed the toy from my backpack and set it front and center on my desk. Kasey would cheat because she was lazy. I might cheat because we needed the five bucks spent on supplies. We were worlds apart in some ways.

The phone’s ring startled me. I shot up from my desk, and my knee knocked the ledge, making the pop can teeter. I quickly topped off the rest of the drink before crumpling the aluminum and tossing it in the wastebasket beside the desk. I picked up the phone.

“Yeah?”

“Hey, Warsh—”

My mother’s voice kicked in: You’ve reached the Warsh residence. We are not available…

“Hold on, dude.” I hurried down the hallway. In the living room, the answering machine blinked a red number two. I clicked the off button, and the miniature cassette tape stopped recording.

“Sorry, ’bout that. Mom’s got it set to go off way too soon. What’s up, Stu?”

“What are you doing right now?”

“Getting ready to eat before I have to work tonight. You?”

“I finished the last Preacher I borrowed and was wondering if you had the next one.”

“Of course I do. Come on over.” I clicked the phone back onto its base.

It was unspoken between Stuart and me, but I knew his home life sucked. Mom and I fretted over money, for sure, but at least we had quiet. Stuart lived in a two-bedroom with two younger siblings. His mom made lousy choices with men and alcohol. Therefore, he came over whenever he wanted.

A few minutes later, he pounded on the front door, and I went to the kitchen to let him in. I realized I still had the toy van in my hand, so I set it on the counter and pulled it back. The wheels raced until there was no more counter. It flew over the edge, right into the trash can’s swinging lid.

“Amigo!” Stuart knocked more urgently. “I know you’re in there! I can hear you breathing heavy.”

“Shut up! The neighbors will hear you.”

“Jeremy, the neighbors already know.” Stuart sauntered into the apartment sniffing the air. “Ahhh! Is that the sweet smell of cheesy mac?”

“Help me set the table.” I grabbed two forks from the silverware drawer.

Stuart held up the borrowed comic book. “I’ma just put this back and grab the next one.”

“’Kay.” I gathered plates from the cabinet.

“Duuuude!” Stuart called from my bedroom. “What is this?”

I set the stack of plates on the table and shuffled back to my bedroom. No, no, no, no, no. God, no. Please, I did not want to talk about—

He’d found it. Stuart sat on the floor with Grandpa’s leather folio in his lap. Hundreds of Gramps’s drawings were now at Stuart’s fingertips. He wiped his hands on his jeans and picked them up carefully, one after another. A dreamy smile crept over his face.

“Did you do these?”

“No. They were my grandpa’s.”

“He was really talented, Warsh.”

“I know.” My chest tightened, watching Stuart regard Grandpa’s artwork. “Can you put them away?”

Stuart’s face went from wide-eyed wonder to concern when he noticed me at the doorway. “Sure, man.” He gathered the drawings. “These are just so good. He could have been a pro, dude.” Stuart admired a sketch of my grandma sipping a milkshake at one of those old-timey counter shops. She was young and pretty with tanned skin and a mischievous gleam in her eyes. The coloring was bold and cartoonish, the classic comic style Grandpa and I loved. I never met Grandma. These snippets, her through his eyes, were all I knew of the two of them.

“Yeah, well, he was just a farmer.” I kneeled next to my crates and quickly scanned through the files. “Here’s what you’re looking for.” I pitched the last issue I had of Preacher onto the bed. “Put the rest away.”




Chapter Four

THE FAKE CHEESE smell wafted up from the bottom of the skillet. Behind me, Stuart’s borrowed comic smacked the tabletop. He pulled out one of the chairs and sat down. The cracked vinyl upholstery emitted a puff of air when anyone sat on it, a noise that always left me wondering how whoopee cushions were invented.

Like most items in our apartment, the dining set was vintage, but not because my mom had spent hours deciding on the perfect decor. Everything had its own origin story regarding where she found it. These were picked up for free back in the early eighties. Mom took many drives through the countryside when I was a wailing thing of a baby, or at least that was how she told it. On one such drive, she passed a woman rolling the circular table out to the side of the road. Mom stopped, and they got to talking. The woman had tried to have a yard sale, but being so far out in the country, not a lot of people had come. Mom picked through her stuff and, whammo, we ended up with new-to-us furniture.

Stuart cleared his throat. “I didn’t mean to upset you back there, Warsh.”

I could tell by the way he mumbled that Stuart was chewing on the skin inside his cheek. A habit since grade school, he did it when he was nervous or thinking hard.

“Forget it, okay? I don’t wanna talk about it.”

“Nuff said. I can respect that.”

I ladled food onto our plates and a bowl for my mom when she got home. At the sink, I squirted dish soap over the hot pan’s surface. A couple of tiny bubbles escaped before the spray of water sizzled. I carried the plates to the table and sat across from my friend.

“Hey, Warsh, it’s…well, you used to draw like that.” Stuart got up and reached for the loaf of bread on top of the fridge. He untwisted the tie and set a slice on each of our plates.

At first, I didn’t look at him. I held up my hand until he was silent. I took a heaping bite and sipped from my milk. Eyeing my friend over my cup, I silently dared him to say another word.

“Fine, dude. Be that way. I’m just gonna go on record and say you have the same talent, and you’re throwing it away by not using it.” He grabbed the yellow tub of margarine and spread a thick layer over his white bread.

I had no retort. I stuffed my face, stuffed the feelings with each forkful.

“People kill to be able to do what you and your grandpa could do—”

I tossed my fork down, and it rang against my plate. “Shut up, Stuart.”

“Whatever, man.” Stuart poked around noodles and bits of browned beef. “I’ll change the subject then.” He crammed his mouth full and barely swallowed before starting his next sentence. “So, I’ve been thinking. You know how Des and Dani said they don’t have to go to their classes? I think we need to take serious advantage of that situation.” When Stuart swallowed, I could see his neck working to get food down.

“What do you mean?”

“A prank.” His eyes sort of twinkled whenever he got one of his big ideas. “Of epic proportions.”

“You think it’s worth it? Mr. Beeman hands out stiff punishments for pranks these days.”

Our freshman year, a couple seniors had defiled the wrecked car that was used to teach us all a lesson on the dangers of drinking and driving. They spray-painted boobs all over the prop. The school-wide assembly was canceled, and everything. Since then, our principal, Mr. Beeman, would attack even the hint of a prank with fervor.

“That was three years ago!” Stuart dismissed my concerns with a wave and a snort. “Nobody’s even tried anything big since then.”

“For good reason, Stu. Those kids weren’t allowed to go to prom or graduation. They were mailed their diplomas.”

“Who cares? They still got them. Principal Beeman can’t stop anyone from graduating once you’ve done the coursework. Whaddya think? You in?”

“I don’t know. What do you have in mind?”

“Nothing yet. Except I want it to be a multitiered prank.”

“Multitiered?”

“Yeah—like a prank that has scattered initial elements, culminating in one glorious moment that brings everything together. Way I figure, we have three chances—homecoming, prom, and graduation.” Stuart’s fingers counted off the events. “The trifecta of what seniors care about.”

“Not all of us. And that sounds…lofty.”

“Hey, who’s got two thumbs and big dreams?” Stuart didn’t wait for a response; both his thumbs pointed to his head, and with a big grin, he drew out the words, “Thissss guyyyy.”

Stuart’s heavy emphasis on “this guy” jokes always did me in. I chuckled into my glass of milk and laugh-coughed over my half-empty plate. “Okay, okay. I’ll help you. But how are you gonna get Dani and Des in on it?”

“By sheer masculine prowess, my friend.” He flexed his biceps, imitating a bodybuilder. “You laugh now, Warsh. But just you wait.”

“Okay, buddy. We’ll see.”

 

THE FLUORESCENT LIGHTS inside the grocery store lit up the parking lot area in front of the doors. As I approached the entrance, a few daytimers were leaving with various parts of their uniform discarded or crumpled into a ball. Maroon apron strings dangled over their shoulders. Two sisters, each in their late thirties, treated me as if I was a long-lost nephew. They wore icy-pink lipstick and had matching bleach-blonde bangs, resembling a sculpted tidal wave.

As they headed toward the car, one of them yelled about there being a plate of marshmallow crispy treats in the break room.

“Thanks!” I called after them.

“Have a good night, hon!”

The automatic doors whooshed open. An ambush of easy listening music and air conditioning assaulted me. Bern Stevens, the store’s proprietor for over thirty years, bent over and locked the doors behind me with an Allen wrench. Afterward, he tucked it into his shirt pocket and gave it a little pat. Bern was a kind man with a huge pot belly that hung over an invariable pair of black slacks. I only saw him dressed differently when he played Santa Claus for two weeks before Christmas. Customers would bring their hopeful kids to take pictures with Santa Bern for free. Most of our senior class had, at some point, sat on this man’s lap and told him what we dreamed for most.

“Any registers still open, Bern?” I asked as we walked toward the back of the store.

“Nope. I’ve already logged them all out. Why? You need something?”

“Stuff for a school project is all.”

“What stuff?”

“A mousetrap, toy car, rubber bands…and duct tape.”

“That’s a life rule, Jeremy.” Bern held the break room door open for me.

“What?”

“Always have duct tape.”

“Uh, okay.”

“Gather what you need and put it on my desk in the back. I’ll write it up and ring it in first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Thanks, sir.”

“No problem, young man.”

The break room boasted no windows and a pale green set of lockers. Bern updated the store’s tech system last spring but refused to let go of the old punch clock. At the staff meeting, he explained, “There’s something satisfying about that mechanism stamping your card. It sets your mind to work. No beep can replace it.”

I understood what he meant, but then, every time I punched in, I thought of Pavlov’s dogs.

The crispy treats were in the center of the table, under a dome of plastic wrap, right where one of the pseudo-aunties said they’d be. I unwrapped them and took two for myself. Bern helped himself too.

“Thanks for covering this week, Jeremy. I know you started school.”

“Mom’s not too happy about it.” I polished off the marshmallowy goodness and leaned against my cubby. “But it’s no problem. If I’m outta here by midnight, I’ll be fine for school tomorrow.” I enjoyed working this shift. Bern closed the store a little early three times a week to do a light restock and full cleaning. I found the store’s emptiness comforting. An ordinary place turned extraordinary by quieting down.

Tim strolled in behind Bern and punched his card. He pulled out a chair and sat his lanky ass in one of the metal folding chairs. Tim graduated two years ago but was headed nowhere fast. Kasey told me he still showed up at high school parties, and she overwhelmingly regarded him as a creep.

Bern stood in front of the bulletin board littered with flyers. He read from a clipboard. According to the shift plan, I’d replenish home goods while Tim took care of the freezer section.

“Come on, Bern! Make him do the cold stuff.” Tim snatched one of the snacks from under the plastic wrap. “He’s got an extra layer to keep him warm.”

I held up a middle finger.

“Now, now. Let’s not get all riled up. Once you get the little bit of stocking done, we can start the cleaning, and you guys will be outta here in no time.” Bern went back to listing the night chores.

Tim had a joint propped behind his ear. I tried to make eye contact with him. Cleared my throat, but Tim was deeply involved with deconstructing dessert. Bern rambled on about the cleaning schedule—stuff both Tim and I already knew. When I kicked the metal chair leg in front of me, both Tim and Bern looked up for a second.

“Sorry, spasm.”

Bern went back to his clipboard, but I finally caught Tim’s eye and pointed to my ear. His furry eyebrows shot halfway up his forehead as he realized what he carried in plain sight. Tim leaned forward in his seat. As nonchalantly as possible, he scratched the back of his head and palmed the marijuana. He kept it in his fist and mouthed Thanks, man.

I stared at my shoes, worn-out Vans that stunk in the rain. Why had I helped him? He’d insulted me minutes ago. Maybe I hoped he’d share it.

When Bern finished his speech, he went back to his adjoining office. His chair creaked and rolled when he sat down. I could hear his fingers tap-tapping on the keyboard of his big beige computer.

Tim and I went to the storeroom and found the wheelie carts already piled high with grocery items. Before heading to the freezer section, Tim said, “Props, dude. That was a cool thing to do.” He had a strip of stringy shoulder-length hair combed to the side. The rest of his head was shaved, and the overall look made his face seem longer and more horse-like.

“It was nothing.” I shrugged and headed off toward my section.

“At break, come find me out back.”

“Yeah, okay.” Score for the Warsh-man.

We took care of the shelves first. Then I scrubbed the big windows, while Tim squeegeed the suds away. Bern was a stickler about the floor. After I mopped each aisle, Tim came through with the auto scrubber. Halfway through, in the middle of the canned goods aisle, Bern waved us down for break time.

“Back door’s unlocked if you boys want some fresh air.” Bern unwrapped a Twinkie and tucked the cellophane into his pants pocket, biting into three-fourths of the cake as he walked away.

I grabbed a pop, a bag of Cheetos, and the stuff I needed for the physics assignment. I tossed cash on Bern’s desk and headed outside to the strip of asphalt behind the building.

Evening had turned to night. Crickets chirped and silenced as I walked toward a puff of skunky smoke just outside the flood lamp’s ring of yellow light. I couldn’t see Tim but could hear him suck down the smoke and blow out a long, low exhale, Vader-style. A raspy cough came soon after. When my eyes adjusted to the change in light, I could make out Tim in front of me, reaching out to hand me the joint. His ratty Metallica T-shirt hung from his pointy collarbones, his chest a tad concaved. When I didn’t see any obvious signs of herpes, I put my lips to the paper and inhaled. The smoke burned, but it would pass.

“No better way to get through a night shift.” Tim coughed and snorted through the sentence.

I nodded along and handed him back his weed. He took another hit and passed it back to me.

“You’re that kid Kasey Axton hangs with, aren’t you?” My surprise at his knowledge of high school cliques must have shown because he held up his hands. “No worries, man. She talks ’bout you, is all.”

Again, massive surprise. “Okaaaay.” Even with the blanket of warm fuzzies starting to take over my brain, my heartbeat ticked up a notch. Whatever Kasey shared with this guy was probably not a good thing.

“At parties, dude. She chats you up, like you’re her boyfriend or whatever.”

At that, I doubled over in a cloud of smoke. I choked and stared at the crumbling edge of black asphalt.

“You okay, Warsh?” Tim pounded on my back. “Strong stuff, right? Don’t worry though, man. I won’t make a play for Kasey. She’s hot, but I can respect boundaries and such.”

I stood straight again. With my fist over my mouth, I suppressed another fit. My sight blurred as my eyes watered.

“I don’t mean to be rude, but how’d a guy like you score a girl like Kasey? I should take lessons, pick up some pointers and what not.”

Coughing fit subsided, I cleared my throat. “We’re not together,” I croaked.

“Dude.” Tim snorted, and I could see a skeptical line of black form between his eyebrows. “She’s been telling people this for months.”

“As far as I know—” I shrugged. “—we’re just friends. I’ve got zero pointers for you.”

“Huh, that’s weird.” Tim prepped what was left of his joint for later, clipping it with something from his keychain. “Girls be trippin’.”

Bern’s silhouette filled the back doorway. Break time was over. The pop hissed when I twisted off the cap, and its heavenly sugar-rush drowned my taste buds. Walking back toward the building, I was totally perplexed. What the hell was Tim talking about?




Chapter Five

BERN LET US out of work early, as promised, and I got home around eleven. The last of Tim’s weed buzzed pleasantly around in my head as I trudged up the concrete steps to my apartment, careful not to wake any neighbors. Bugs buzzed around the ceiling lamp, casting a dim kaleidoscope of shadows over our front door. I could’ve stared at that for hours. But when the bag of untapped Cheetos in my backpack whispered my name, I reached for my keys dangling from the long chain attached to my belt loop.

Back in my room, I licked the salty orange powder from my fingertips and changed into a pair of mesh gym shorts. Working nights always kept me up later than usual. Even half-baked, my brain wasn’t ready to settle. Cocooned in this space, every little thing represented parts of me. The full trash can with balled up tissues scattered around the perimeter said, here’s a lazy-ass dude. A scuffed dresser told the story of a guy not concerned with pristine conditions. And finally, all those dusty comics lined up against the wall spoke of Jeremy, king of blocking loved things.

Grandpa’s portfolio stuck out of its crate at a diagonal, jutting above rows of alphabetized order. I’d put money on Stuart clumsily putting it away like that. He knew I’d notice and straighten it into place. My friend was a pusher. I slid Grandpa’s art from the crate, and the rest of the comics whooshed into a deeper lean. At my desk, I stuffed the empty bag of Cheetos into the trash.

After Grandpa died, I researched people who continued to feel their loved one’s presence. The described encounters gave those folks an overwhelming sense of everything being as it should. Others told of dreams where the deceased appeared, giving a proverbial thumbs-up. It’s all good on the other side, man. So-and-so leveled up! As for me, I’d experienced nothing. After Grandpa passed, there was absence. Nonexistence.
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