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I hadn’t seen either of my best friends all summer, and I was so bored, time felt like it was moving backward. Carmen had been off with her mom on an architectural tour of Italy, and Pickle spent every summer with his elderly aunt on her farm. Frankly, I thought the summer apart took a much harder toll on me than it did on them. Sure, we kept in contact, but while they were off paddling gondolas and raising barns, I was forced to watch Property Brothers reruns with Mom for three months (“Ay, mira que rico they both are!”).


When she wasn’t swooning over reality TV stars, Mom spent the summer telling me I needed to work on “expressing myself.” That was easy for her to say. Mom’s an artist, and she was always creating. Her latest thing? A tropical-themed mural on our living room wall—a gigantic portrait of her whole family—which, of course, included me. I couldn’t help but wonder if the whole “expression” kick was her way of trying to force me to fit into her world. Mom’s world, the one of paint and color and ’80s dance music, is for people who like being center stage. My world is for people who would rather be in the audience. It’s a small world, my world, but I like it that way. I’ve found that being quiet is much safer than being loud.


Maybe that’s why Pickle, Carmen, and I work so well together. We’ve been a package deal ever since we met in third grade. Mom calls them parlanchines—chatterboxes—and when I can’t find the right words, they always have something to say.


Obviously, then, the first day of seventh grade was especially exciting, because I finally had my best friends back.


After lunch, we grabbed some prime real estate near the stairwell in the seventh-grade hallway to wait out the passing period.


“I haaaaate this,” Carmen moaned, slumping against the lockers. “Being on a different floor than last year sucks. My locker is on the other side of the building! I’ll never make it to the vending machines and get to drama rehearsal on time.”


“Consider yourself lucky,” Pickle said. “I can’t even reach my top shelves.”


“You couldn’t do that before.”


“Well, you don’t have to rub it in.”


Carmen Miranda was named after the singer with fruit on her head, even though her parents are Mexican, not Brazilian. She’s the giggliest person I’ve ever met, and she’s big in every sense of the word, right down to her personality. She has a gap between her two front teeth, and it makes her smile especially wide and pretty. I think some people get tired of Carmen because she never takes anything seriously, but I like that she has a sense of humor.


And Pickle is . . . well, he’s Pickle. His real name is Peter, but everyone has always called him Pickle, and no one really knows why. It could be because Pickle is generally pretty sour—Mom says he’s “self-deprecating,” always making fun of himself. He and Carmen get along because he cracks jokes about himself and she laughs, and that just makes him tell more. Pickle says he has a lot to joke about because he’s at least a whole foot shorter than most everybody in our class, and his ears stick out so far that sometimes he compares them to the handlebars of a bicycle. But I think Pickle really makes fun of himself so other people don’t do it first.


“You think Rafferty’s gonna make us play floor hockey again this year?” Carmen asked, changing the subject. She shuffled her brightly colored notebooks against her chest. “That was so miserable.”


“Better than the pickleball unit. The jokes that Charlie Chaudhari made. . .” Pickle shuddered.


“I heard they’re going to incorporate a dance unit,” I said. Actually, dance didn’t sound so bad to me. As much as I hated the thought of our whole class staring at me while I stumbled through a box step with some poor unsuspecting girl, at least there’d be no running involved. I don’t run unless someone is chasing me.


Just then, a pretty, dark-haired girl passed us in the hall and waved to us from her motorized wheelchair. Pickle turned the color of a cherry paleta. “H-hi, Violet,” Pickle stammered, raising a hand. Violet beamed and turned her chair toward us, meeting us by the lockers. I heard Pickle gulp from three feet away. Carmen giggled, delighted by his discomfort. Violet Levi is the girl that Pickle is massively, hopelessly in love with. She’s the first chair clarinetist in the school band, which is how Pickle got to know her. (He plays percussion; you should see him try to look at his music stand with a bass drum strapped to his chest.) It’s true that Violet is pretty—she has warm eyes and her hair, sleek and black, is the longest of anyone in our grade—but I think Pickle likes her because she’s basically the nicest person in Bloomington. She has never, ever made fun of his height, not even once.


Her adoptive parents, the Levis, named her Violet when they brought her home from Vietnam, and she loves her name. Like, really loves it. She color-coordinates everything she owns to it, including her wheelchair: various shades of purple, plum, lavender, and, of course, violet. Privately, Carmen and I find this to be a little eccentric. Pickle finds it adorable.


“Hey, you three!” Violet beamed. “Did you have a good summer?”


“It was okay,” I shrugged. “I read a lot of comics.”


“I saw the most amazing theater in Italy,” Carmen said with a wistful sigh. “Did you know they, like, invented masked theater? I mean, the Greeks started it and all, but the Italians basically made it go viral. Even if it was, like, the 1500s.”


“Cool!” Violet said, nodding appreciatively. “I went to sleepaway band camp in Indianapolis. We played a bunch of music by Italian composers. I bet you would have liked it!” She turned her gaze on Pickle, who looked as though he was about to melt into the ground. “Did you do anything fun?”


“I, uh, um—I—well, so, um—I—farm? Farm. Farm,” Pickle spluttered. Carmen stifled a screech of laughter, perilously close to hysterics. Violet wrinkled her nose in confusion. “Farm?” Pickle repeated, looking at me with panic in his eyes.


“You . . . were on a farm?” Violet asked, glancing at Carmen and me for clarification. I blanched; poor Pickle.


“Yes!” I jumped in. “Yes. He was on a farm with his aunt. He actually helped build a barn. With his bare hands! Right, Pickle?”


Pickle nodded vigorously, and I swore I saw a bead of sweat form on his forehead. Violet’s smile returned, her braces laced tight with purple rubber bands. “Wow!” she said. “That’s amazing. I wish I could have seen it!” The one minute–warning bell buzzed overhead, startling Pickle so badly he jumped. “Oops, gotta head to English. We’ll have to catch up more later. See you in band!” Violet said, looking directly at Pickle. He whimpered.


“Ooh,” Carmen cooed at Pickle as Violet motored off. “I bet she would love to see you in gym, sambaing away!”


“Shut up,” he hissed. “I’m not dancing with anybody.”


“Violet wouldn’t be in gym class anyway,” I said. “She’s got an exemption.” Violet was born a paraplegic, which means she can’t use her legs and feet to walk.


“See?” Pickle said triumphantly. “Your dastardly plans are foiled, thou wicked woman.” He wriggled his fingers toward Carmen, who rolled her eyes.


“I never said you had to dance with Violet. Don’t be such a drama queen,” she said. Pickle gasped and pretended to clutch his chest in deep offense. “Come on, we’re going to be late for math.”


I had been looking forward to Mr. Peterson’s class, for three reasons.




1. Math is my best subject.


2. Mr. Peterson coaches Junior Mathletes and therefore likes me.


3. It’s the only class that Carmen, Pickle, and I have together, besides lunch.





All three of us sat in the front of the room by virtue of assigned seating. The downside to math class is that Nelson Turlington sat with us too.


“Well, if it isn’t Gordita Supreme and her two amigos,” Nelson sneered as we filtered into class. Carmen’s face grew blotchy with anger.


“Bite me, Turlington,” she said, her fists clenched.


“Sorry, my mom has me on a low-fat diet.”


“I’m surprised she has the energy to plan your meals. She must be exhausted from picking out all your outfits too,” Pickle shot back. Nelson’s upper lip curled. The problem with Nelson is that his parents are very rich and he is very handsome. I think this is something that probably plagues a lot of bullies. When you’re tall and tan and blonde, and your teeth are straight and your clothes are new and your hair isn’t coily, you can get away with a lot. Nelson seemed to be very aware of that.


“Awfully protective of the Chiquita Banana today, Pickle,” he observed. Nelson leaned back precariously in his chair. “I wonder if Violet has some competition?”


“Mind your business, Nelson,” I mumbled, settling into my desk. A strange, smug smile stretched across his mouth. He raised an eyebrow at me.


“Huh,” he said, “maybe she really does have some competition.” Before I could open my mouth to respond, the bell rang, and Mr. Peterson began walking toward the Smartboard at the front of the class.


“What does he mean?” Carmen whispered.


“Forget it,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s just Nelson being Nelson.”


Carmen stifled a tiny snort, but Nelson’s words echoed in my head. Maybe she really does have some competition. What did that mean? Did Nelson think I had a crush? On Pickle? Mr. Peterson passed around a syllabus and gestured to the board. Nelson doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Pickle likes Violet. Pickle likes girls. I like girls.


I think.


I hesitate to admit this, but in the interest of “expression” I think I should be honest. I’ve never actually had a crush on a girl before. Not ever. I mean, I like girls the way I like Carmen, but I’ve never like-liked a girl.


Does that make me weird? Everyone else seems to have had hundreds of crushes by now, but how can I really know what’s normal? Is there such a thing? It’s not as though the guys in my grade get together and discuss girls. Pickle’s the exception, but that’s different, because he only talks to Carmen and me and he only talks about one girl in particular. And Mom has definitely never talked to me about crushes or when it’s okay to like girls or any of that. I know some stuff thanks to the internet, but beyond that, nobody’s ever told me if not like-liking girls by now is normal.


And if I don’t like-like girls, does that automatically mean I like boys? Are those the only options? That makes me really anxious. Meadow Crest Junior High is a lot of things, but particularly accepting it is not. Back in fourth grade, when we were at Bloomington Elementary, Pickle and Carmen and I heard a story about a kid who came out as gay in eighth grade. They said he ended up having to switch schools because nobody would sit with him at lunch and people kept stealing his uniform during gym. I heard that someone beat him up at recess, too, but I don’t know if that’s true or not. It might all be an urban legend, but still: is that the fate that awaits me if I never have a crush on a girl? And how am I supposed to figure out who I am, when everyone else around me seems to know without having to ask themselves the question?


“Martin?” Mr. Peterson’s voice bore down on me, snapping me back to reality. “Are you still with us?”


“Huh?”


I looked up at him in surprise. Mr. Peterson is pretty young for a teacher, and he looks like an owl that was put through Willy Wonka’s taffy puller: all lanky limbs and long nose with horn-rimmed glasses and big eyes. He wears his lucky tweed jacket on the first day of school every year and also at the final Junior Mathletes competition every season. I found myself staring at his elbow patches as I struggled to remember the last thing he said.


“I asked if anyone in the class could define the Pythagorean theorem,” he said, pushing his glasses up to the bridge of his nose. He gestured widely to the class. No one had raised their hand. “I thought you might be able to help us out.”


“Me? N-no,” I replied, still shaking myself out of my thoughts. Mr. Peterson stared hard at me.


“No? That’s odd,” he said, “seeing how you helped the Mathletes take second place at Regionals last year using it.” He crossed his arms over his chest, waiting. Across from me, Pickle winced and put his head down on his desk.


“Dude,” he groaned. “Embarrassing.”


“Uh. Oh!” I stammered at Mr. Peterson. “The Pythagorean theorem. That Pythagorean theorem. Right. Um. It’s a²+b²=c². The square of the hypotenuse of a right triangle is equal to the sum of the squares of the two other sides.”


“Very good,” Mr. Peterson said. He gave me a small smile before returning to the board. “I’m glad to see your lapse in memory was temporary. Chalk it up to the first day of school, yes?”


Still dazed, I didn’t answer. Carmen was giggling into her hand while Pickle tried to shush her. As Mr. Peterson continued the lesson, Nelson leaned over and whispered in my ear.


“Romantic daydreams, McLean?” Nelson snickered under his breath. “McLean the Queen. That has a ring to it, doesn’t it?”


My stomach dropped, then turned sour. My heart picked up in my chest, beating like it was trying to stage a prison break—tha-RUMP tha-RUMP tha-RUMP. I watched Carmen doodle stars in her notebook until my eyes glazed over, willing that distraction to drown out the thrumming in my ears. What is happening? Everything around me sounded as though I were underwater. Time had stopped moving. I realized I had doubled over like I had been punched in the gut. My throat was tight, and the air wasn’t getting to my lungs fast enough. I leapt up out of my chair, knocking it over with a metallic CLANG—


And then it was just the pounding in my ears—


And the lights that were too bright—


And the silence that was too loud—


And—


tha-RUMP tha-RUMP tha-RUMP.


Every face in the room stared at me, blank and surprised—


tha-RUMP tha-RUMP tha-RUMP.


And I ran.


I just ran. My legs made the choice themselves, backing out of the room and scrambling out the door in one flash of movement. When my brain finally caught up with my body, I was halfway down the hall, gasping for breath. I put my hands on my knees and let my head hang. Great. Awesome start to the school year. Now everybody thinks I had botched brain surgery over summer vacation.


I sank to the floor, leaning my back against a bay of lockers. I closed my eyes, listening to my heartbeat slow. What was that?


“Martin?” I heard Mr. Peterson’s voice from down the hall. The sinking weight of embarrassment settled heavily in the pit of my stomach. I buried my face beneath my arms, my elbows resting on my knees. Mr. Peterson’s footsteps grew closer. He knelt down and tentatively put a hand on my shoulder. “Is everything all right?”


Obviously not.


I nodded into my arms without looking up. There was a shuffling and jumbling of long limbs, and when I shifted my head to peek out, I found Mr. Peterson sitting next to me. He peered down at me from behind his thick glasses, his brows knit together in a worried frown.


“I’m okay,” I said to the floor. “I . . . don’t know why I did that.”


“I know you’re a perfectionist, Martin, but believe me, everyone zones out in class from time to time. Even straight-A students like you,” he replied.


The voice inside me wanted so badly to tell Mr. Peterson about what Nelson said to me, about how it made me feel sad and scared in a way I couldn’t put my finger on. I wanted to tell Mr. Peterson, but I didn’t. Instead I nodded solemnly.


“I know.”


“Okay,” Mr. Peterson said. He took off his glasses and polished them with the corner of his plaid shirt. “Martin,” he said, blinking as he placed the glasses back on his nose, “have you had panic attacks like this before?”


It was my turn to blink.


“This wasn’t a panic attack,” I said.


Mr. Peterson gave me a kind, gentle smile. “Sometimes,” he said slowly, “these things can sneak up on us. Especially the first time. Sometimes we don’t even know what’s happening to us until it’s over. The feelings—and the physical response that comes with them—can seem to come out of nowhere. It can be overwhelming and even a little frightening.”


A look of recognition appeared on Mr. Peterson’s face, and I realized I was nodding. “That’s okay,” he continued. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Lots of people have what are called ‘triggers.’ Triggers are experiences or topics or images that cause someone to have a fight-or-flight response, just like you did.”


“Fight-or-flight?” I asked, wrinkling my nose. “I thought cavemen used that to figure out their chances of survival against mammoths and stuff.”


“That’s true,” Mr. Peterson said. “But you’d be surprised what holdovers from bygone eras still hang out in our DNA and in our brains. You had an emotional response, and your body interpreted it the way a caveman’s body would have interpreted, say, an attack by a saber-toothed tiger.”


“That’s weird,” I said.


“That’s science.”


“But you’re a math teacher, Mr. Peterson.”


Mr. Peterson laughed, a full-body guffaw that sent his head backward against the lockers. I smiled to myself, just a little.


“I’m sorry I left class,” I said. “I didn’t mean to.”


“You don’t have to apologize, Martin,” he said. “If anything, I’m sorry if my putting you on the spot contributed to this experience at all.”


“It wasn’t that,” I said, not meeting his gaze.


“Do you want to—”


But the bell rang, and Mr. Peterson didn’t have the chance to finish. Instead he clapped me on the shoulder and helped me up. Kids started pouring out of their classrooms, and I was blissfully freed from having to slink back into Math to face everyone.


Do you want to talk about it? No, Mr. Peterson, I really don’t. Even if I could find the words, I wasn’t about to tell him that it wasn’t a teaching tactic that turned me into the Road Runner, it was the thought of Nelson spreading around the rumor that I like boys.


Because I don’t like boys. Right?
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ReadMe App


SEPT. 4—4:57 P.M.


LadyOfTheStage: Soooo. . .?


mathletesmartin: So, what?


LadyOfTheStage: So, how are you?


mathletesmartin: Swell


LadyOfTheStage: Martin!


mathletesmartin: What?!


LadyOfTheStage: Uh, the last time we saw you, you were Usain Bolt-ing out of Peterson’s class. You totally avoided us for rest of the day!


PicknLittle: Dude, what WAS that?


mathletesmartin: I will pay you each $5 to stop asking me that question.


PicknLittle: Make it $10


PicknLittle: And then we have a deal


LadyOfTheStage: Seriously, are you okay?


mathletesmartin: $10 it is!


LadyOfTheStage: Fiiiiine


PicknLittle: Yessss


mathletesmartin: Lovely as always, Pickle!


LadyOfTheStage: Hey Martin, when does Mathletes practice start back up?


mathletesmartin: Tomorrow


LadyOfTheStage: And that’s only on weekdays, right?


mathletesmartin: Unless we have a tournament


LadyOfTheStage: Do you have one this weekend?


mathletesmartin: Nope. Why?


LadyOfTheStage: No reason


LadyOfTheStage: Pickle, are you doing that Dungeons & Dragons club at the gaming store again this year?


PicknLittle: I believe I’ll be gracing the realm with my gnome bard’s presence, yes.


LadyOfTheStage: And that starts. . .?


PicknLittle: This Sunday. What are you up to?


mathletesmartin: I do not like the sound of this


LadyOfTheStage: Don’t be so paranoid!


PicknLittle: Spill it, lady


LadyOfTheStage: I’m sure I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re talking about.


mathletesmartin: Carmen, whatever you’re planning, we’re about 5000 times more likely to go along with it if you just tell us.


PicknLittle: Truly. Out with it!


LadyOfTheStage: Fiiiiiine, ruin the surprise if you must.


LadyOfTheStage: So, I talked to Violet today. . .


PicknLittle: DID SHE SAY ANYTHING ABOUT ME???


mathletesmartin: Dude


LadyOfTheStage: WAIT AND SEE, WHY DON’T YOU


PicknLittle: FINE.


LadyOfTheStage: FINE. ANYWAY.


mathletesmartin: Go on. . .


LadyOfTheStage: I talked to Violet today and I asked her what she’s doing this weekend.


LadyOfTheStage: Turns out she’s free, so I invited her to go bowling with us!


PicknLittle: !!!!!!


LadyOfTheStage: What do you think?


PicknLittle: !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!


mathletesmartin: I think you’ve killed Pickle.


LadyOfTheStage: He had it comin’


mathletesmartin: Chicago, nice!


LadyOfTheStage: Thank you! Loooove me some Kander & Ebb.


PicknLittle: I can’t see her!


mathletesmartin: What are you talking about?


PicknLittle: I’m not ready!


mathletesmartin: You see her every day at school!


PicknLittle: That’s different!


LadyOfTheStage: How?!


PicknLittle: That’s, you know, school!


PicknLittle: I’ve never hung out with her outside of school!


PicknLittle: I need her to think I’m cool and collected and date-worthy, not all unprepared and doofusy!


mathletesmartin: It’s not really a date, though


PicknLittle: But it could be the first step toward a date


LadyOfTheStage: If she thought you were a doofus, she wouldn’t have agreed to come.


mathletesmartin: That’s true!


PicknLittle: You did tell her I would be there, right?


LadyOfTheStage: Yes, obviously!


PicknLittle: Okay


PicknLittle: Now I need you to describe her exact facial expression upon hearing my name.


LadyOfTheStage: Oh, she swooned. Physically swooned.


LadyOfTheStage: Hand fluttered to her forehead, eyes rolled back in her head, knees buckling, the whole bit.


PicknLittle: Really?!


mathletesmartin: Oh my God


LadyOfTheStage: No, not really!


PicknLittle: Don’t tease me! I’m a man in love!


LadyOfTheStage: Are you coming or not?


PicknLittle: Martin?


mathletesmartin: Totally up to you, dude. It’s your future marriage at stake.


PicknLittle: Don’t say such things, you’ll give me a heart attack.


PicknLittle: Okay. Okay!


PicknLittle: Yeah


PicknLittle: Yes


PicknLittle: I’ll go


LadyOfTheStage: Finally. Good! I’ll text her and let her know we’re all in.


PicknLittle: I can’t believe I’m going to hang out with Violet Levi this weekend.


PicknLittle: I’m going to need my inhaler.


LadyOfTheStage: We’re going to meet at Bloomington Bowl at 6 on Saturday night, okay?


PicknLittle: My palms are clammy just thinking about this.


LadyOfTheStage: Maybe don’t say stuff like that to Violet. That’s not awesome first date talk.


PicknLittle: YOU SAID IT WASN’T REALLY A DATE


LadyOfTheStage: Well!


PicknLittle: I have to go pick an outfit. What do you think she’d like me in?


mathletesmartin: Nothing orange, you’ll clash


LadyOfTheStage: Maybe something purple?


PicknLittle: Very funny, you two


ReadMe App


SEPT. 4—5:12 P.M.


LadyOfTheStage: Martin! It’s totally a date!


mathletesmartin: What do you mean? We’ll both be there with them.


LadyOfTheStage: Actually. . .


mathletesmartin: ?!


LadyOfTheStage: It would be oh-so-convenient if we both, say, had last-minute conflicts that night.


mathletesmartin: Pickle is going to kill you!


LadyOfTheStage: No, he won’t


LadyOfTheStage: He’ll be far too busy having a romantic night under the DayGlo stars during cosmic bowling.


mathletesmartin: Man, last year’s production of Hello, Dolly! really did a number on you.


LadyOfTheStage: Hey, Martin?


mathletesmartin: Hey, Carmen?


LadyOfTheStage: Are you really okay?


mathletesmartin: Yeah. I am.


LadyOfTheStage: Good. Because if someone made you feel not-okay, I’d kick them in the shins.


mathletesmartin: Yikes


LadyOfTheStage: In my character shoes


mathletesmartin: Double yikes


LadyOfTheStage: Promise you’re okay?


mathletesmartin: Super-duper, double-dog, mega-extra promise


LadyOfTheStage: With sprinkles on top?


mathletesmartin: With sprinkles on top


LadyOfTheStage: Well, okay then! Shoot. Now I’m hungry. Wanna go get ice cream?
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“Mijo! What happened?”


Mom pounced on me in the living room as soon as I got home, pacing the floor in her bare feet and the denim overalls she wears to paint. I inherited her dark corkscrew curls, but her Afro-Cuban brownness mixed with my dad’s Irish blood, and I came out looking more cafe con leche than cafecito. Still, I have her warm hazel eyes, which were particularly wide as she anxiously guided me to the couch.


“Mr. Peterson told you?” I asked. She nodded, and I watched a fuchsia paint smudge on her cheek bounce up and down. “It was really nothing, Mom.”


“Don’t lie to me,” she wagged her finger. “I didn’t raise you to lie to me.”


“I’m not lying!”


“Then qué pasó, Martín?” she asked, pronouncing my name the Spanish way. She always did that when she got upset.


“I don’t know. I was daydreaming in class and Mr. Peterson took me by surprise, that’s all,” I said. “It was totally weird, and it’ll never happen again.”


Honestly, I hadn’t even expected her to be home—she almost never is. Teaching eats up most of her time; it doesn’t pay a ton, so she has to take on a lot of classes to pay the bills. I spend a lot of afternoons home alone, heating up Easy Mac and reading comics while she’s in class or rubbing elbows at galleries.


“And what if it does, huh?”


I shrugged. I couldn’t think about it happening again, because the first time was embarrassing enough. Mom ran a hand through her hair and leaned back against our couch, which is beige and lumpy and covered in ridiculous pillows. Some of these were gifts from Mom’s artist friends and have dirty sayings on them.


“Baby, you can talk to me,” she said. She took my hands in hers, warm but rough from constant washing in the big painter’s sink in her backyard studio. “What can I do?”


I didn’t know what to say, which is admittedly not a new phenomenon for me. But what was I supposed to tell her? Hi Mom, today I had an episode at school because the class bully implied I like boys! But don’t worry, I’m just totally freaked out and completely confused.


No way.


“I’m fine,” I said. “I just want to forget about it.” At least that part was true.


“Espérate. Uh-uh. We have to talk this out,” she said in her Don’t Mess With Me voice. I groaned.


“Mom—”


“It’s important for you to communicate your feelings,” she said, wrapping her arms around a throw pillow. “Tell me, what were you doing when it happened?”


“Just sitting in class, I don’t know!” I said, getting annoyed. Mom always does this. She tries to make up for never being around by laying the Textbook Parenting on thick when she actually is here. Sometimes I’d give just about anything for her to talk to me like I’m a person.


“Well, you must know.”


“I don’t!” I gestured wildly, exasperated. “It just happened to me!”


Mom’s expression softened. She patted the spot on the couch next to her. I sighed and hesitantly scooched closer. She put an arm around me and rested her chin on the top of my head.


“Is this my fault?” she said after a moment, so quietly I could barely hear her. I pulled back slightly to face her, and her eyes were studying me as though she had never seen me before. “Did I do something to make you—I mean, if you have anxiety, was it something I did? Is it not having your dad around?”


“Mom, no, no way,” I said. But I wasn’t totally sure that was true. You hear all the time on the news and in movies and stuff about how not having a father can mess a person up. I didn’t know if that’s what happened to me, but I knew Dad leaving didn’t help, at least in the “expression” department.


“I would hate to think that maybe because of the way I raised you, you’re suffering now.”


“I’m not suffering. Honest.”


“There’s nothing wrong with feeling your feelings, baby,” she said. “I want you to know that. I know you’re probably embarrassed by what happened today, but that’s okay. You’re okay.” Mom kissed my forehead, and then looked at me very seriously. “You have to promise me that you’ll talk to me. About anything, anything under the sun. That’s my job, baby. Can you do that for me? Can you promise?”


You don’t know how much I can’t do that, Mom, I thought. But instead I nodded.


It’s not that I don’t think Mom would understand. It’s more that I don’t understand. And I can’t promise to tell anyone anything, because half the time I can’t even find the words to explain the things inside my own head. If whatever happened to me in Mr. Peterson’s class was just some passing weirdness, then it’s not worth getting into with Mom. She’d have all kinds of questions—questions that I doubt I could answer—and she’d want to talk it out. I’m not so great at talking it out. I have things I want to say, of course, important things; it’s more that when I open my mouth to say them, nothing comes out.


With Mom satisfied, I slipped upstairs to my room. It’s no Fortress of Solitude or Stark Tower, but it does the trick when I want to be alone, which is pretty often. I’ve got my gaming systems and TV set up in one corner, and my games are organized alphabetically by title on the shelves beneath my window seat.


But I think my favorite part of my personal Inner Sanctum is my constellations. When I turn off the lights, glow-in-the-dark stars radiate a weak greenish light above me. Every night I lie in bed and stare at them, imagining all the planets and galaxies out there in the dark beyond and what might live on them, and it soothes me right to sleep.


After talking to Mom, I didn’t feel like sleeping or gaming or even reading comics, so I queued up some music videos on YouTube. Mom raised me on all sorts of weird music, from Scottish folk to salsa to ’80s hair bands. My favorite singers are Celia Cruz and David Bowie. I love Celia’s voice most of all, but I love Bowie because of his colorful outfits and his hair, especially in that old movie Labyrinth. Mom and I sometimes quote it back and forth. She likes it because all the goblins look like cute Muppets, and I like it for all the singing and dancing.


But Bowie and his hilariously tight pants aside, my favorite video is Celia Cruz singing “Yo Viviré” in some grainy footage ripped from an old primetime cable broadcast. The music is actually the same as “I Will Survive,” the famous Gloria Gaynor song, but Celia’s lyrics are totally different. Personally, I think the song is a thousand times better Celia’s way. In this footage, Celia is wearing this fabulous sequined, beaded jacket and a magenta bob with bangs, and during the instrumental breaks she busts out some salsa steps, despite being in her sixties or seventies at the time. She’s so glamorous, and when she looks at the camera it’s as though she’s singing just to me. Her music makes me feel like I could do anything, be anyone—maybe even someone who can find the words to stand up to a bully or tell his mom what he’s feeling.


Eventually I turned the music way down and set it to loop, so I could get ready for bed. I’ve always liked a little white noise when I settle in for the night. The sound of heavy rain outside sends me right to sleep. Mom says Dad liked the sound of rain too; that he splurged on an expensive machine that made all kinds of soothing noises to help him sleep. I wonder if he still has that. I wonder if he ever thinks of me before he goes to bed at night.


It’s not as though I live every day like: I’m pouring cereal, and my dad isn’t here. I’m on the bus, and my dad isn’t here. I’m at the dentist, and my dad isn’t here. But I do think about him. I wonder what he’s doing and whether he ever wonders about me. Mom works so hard for us, but it can be lonely, and sometimes when I come home to an empty house after school, I wish he were there. I wish I had someone to help me with my homework, or to cook me dinner, or to split the chores with me. And that’s complicated, because it feels strange to miss a dad I never really knew, who never really wanted to know me. Does he ever think about me when he’s tucking his new kids into bed at night?


I settled in and looked up at the plastic stars on my ceiling glowing away. I put them up after a field trip to the planetarium a few years ago. It was on that trip that I learned astronomers use math to chart the stars and even propel people into space. Math turns into physics, which turns into astronomy, which turns into astrophysics engineering. And although most of that is a little out of my league right now, someday I’ll understand it all. I want to be an astronomer and use what I know to make miracles happen, like putting real live people on Mars. And then I’ll come back to Bloomington and talk to seventh graders just like me, and explain to them that everything, everything in the whole universe, boils down to numbers: simple, logical, solvable.


I wish everything were that simple. When Carmen or Mom asks me to promise that I’ll talk to them, they make it sound so easy. But a promise is complicated. A promise is something you’re not supposed to break. And promising to talk about my feelings seems risky, because I can break it without ever opening my mouth. Sure, a promise seems simple on the outside, but on the inside, I felt like a galaxy on the farthest edge of space, hurtling faster and faster as the universe grows forever outward, sending it spinning into the dark unknown.


[image: ]


I spent the next day at school silently worried someone would ask me about my freak-out in Mr. Peterson’s class, but no one ever did. Not even Nelson, though it turned out he was saving his insults for Junior Mathletes.


We had our first practice after school in Mr. Peterson’s room. As soon as I walked in, I was immediately at ease. Mathletes is my favorite thing on the planet. I get to flex my math skills and win things, all without saying a word. Well, sometimes I have to read our answers aloud, but those are just numbers, and I’m almost always correct. Mostly, it’s writing down your work and hitting a buzzer, like on Jeopardy, and that’s just enough interaction for me.


The whole team is expected to have a working knowledge of all the testing sections during a competition, but we all have our preferences. Ironically, mine are word problems. Together, the seven of us function sort of like one of those sitcom families. We bicker (a lot) but when push comes to shove, we actually make a pretty good team. When Nelson isn’t oozing everywhere, that is.


“I think I should be team captain,” he announced over cookies and lemonade. He was chewing with his mouth open, arms tucked behind his head and feet up on his desk like some kind of charmless Calvin Klein model. “It just makes sense.”


“How does that make sense, exactly?” Mariam Khan rolled her eyes as she brushed hot pink crumbs off her burgundy hijab.


“Yeah, technically, Chris and I have seniority,” John-Paul Cregg said, cocking his head toward his twin brother. “Eighth graders, yo.”


“We can’t have co-captains.” Poppy Liu looked up from her sketchbook, frowning. Her shiny black bangs flopped into her brown eyes. “The whole point of having a captain is that there’s only one.”


“Exactly, and it should be me,” Nelson said.


“Support your thesis,” I said, trying to be diplomatic. The rest of the team nodded. Nelson blinked for a moment.


“Well,” he stammered, “I’m—I’m obviously the most handsome, for starters.”


Everyone groaned.


“You’re so full of it,” Poppy said.


“I think you like it.”


“Gag me.”


“Anyone else have any nominations?” Konrad Kozlowski asked.


“Bearing in mind that co-captains are not an option,” Poppy added.


“Says who?”


“Says logic, J.P.”


“What are you, a Vulcan now? What’s the prime directive, Poppy?”


“You realize in using that insult, you’re outing yourself as a Trekkie, right?”


“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”


“What about Martin?”


The din of conversation was cut abruptly short. Everyone turned to look at Christopher-Jack Cregg, who had been totally quiet up to that point. Although Chris and J.P. have the same face—long and spotted with freckles and dark moles—and are both super popular, Chris was always distinguishable in the pair as more of an introvert. Now, his brother stared at him in astonishment.


“Dude,” he hissed at Chris, “we were actually getting somewhere. Martin?”


“Yeah,” Chris said, as though it was the most obvious thing in the world. “He totally saved us at qualifiers last year. After you froze in the third round”—he pointed to Nelson, who turned pale—“Martin got us back in the game during sudden death.”


“That was pretty cool,” Mariam said, turning her heavily lined eyes on me approvingly.


“Totally cool,” Chris confirmed.


“He’s a seventh grader!” Nelson snarled.


“So are you!”


“But—but—that’s not the point.”


“You brought it up!”


“Guys,” I interrupted, “this is really nice and all, but what if I don’t want to be captain?”


“Why not?” Mariam asked.


“You’re definitely smart enough,” Konrad said. He would know; he’s in Mensa and goes to all kinds of summer camps for genius kids. He’s also the kind of pale that’s almost translucent, partially because he is very, very Polish and partially because he has zero interest in any outdoor activities. I’m surprised he doesn’t want to be captain himself, to be honest, but I bet he’s too busy with all the tutoring he does on the side. He’s probably going to run the world one day, or become a super villain. Either way, bright future.


“And we know you can lead drills and stuff,” Mariam said. “You filled in for Angelica at our practices last year after she moved away.”


“I know,” I said, “but being captain means giving a speech if we win.”


“So?” Chris asked.


“So . . . I don’t do so well with public speaking.”


“I don’t believe you,” Poppy said imperiously. “You always do fine on the podium.”


“That’s answering math questions, though,” I explained. “I know those answers. And I’m not addressing a crowd of people, I’m addressing a math problem.”


“So just write the speech down,” J.P. suggested.


“Beginning to come around to the idea, huh?” Mariam flashed a coy smile at him.


“Quit flirting,” Nelson said, and Mariam turned the color of her hijab. “If McLean has stage fright, he should be ineligible.”


“I don’t,” I said. “I just . . . being team captain is a big job. I want to make sure I can do it well.” Actually, being captain was all I had ever wanted for my junior high career, but being actually offered the job—as a seventh grader!—had suddenly turned my insides to Jell-O.


“I’m sure you will, Martin,” Mr. Peterson said as he came sailing into the room with a freshly copied stack of schedules in his hands. “I see you’ve all selected a captain. Good choice. Let’s get started.”


I couldn’t think of a thing to say (big surprise) but inside, I was beaming. As nervous as it made me, being voted captain of Junior Mathletes was a huge honor, and taking it on filled me with pride. I practically floated through Mr. Peterson’s overview of the calendar, completely absorbed in visions of the team and me accepting our trophies at Regionals, confetti streaming from the ceiling as we smile and wave to the adoring crowd.


Of course, in reality, Regionals is held at the Baker’s Lake Academy auditorium, which always smells faintly of burnt rubber, and the audience there tends to be pretty mild-mannered. But it’s still a great fantasy, even if it would mean facing a big crowd. I could be remembered forever as one of the greatest captains in the history of our team. I could even go on to a second term! Victory was so close, I could taste it.


It tasted suspiciously like grocery store brand sugar cookies, actually.
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