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ONE




I HAD IT FROM A very reliable source that Imogen Klutz was watching the total solar eclipse from the roof of Piles Fork High School.


I mean, technically I heard it from Holden, who heard it from Jessica, who heard it from Brittany, who saw Imogen post about it online, only to promptly delete it two minutes later. But Holden was trustworthy. And Jessica liked to gossip, and Brittany lived every moment of her waking life on social media, so… it wasn’t exactly an unreliable source.


“Have you asked You Know Who to the You Know What yet?” Holden asked me.


You Know Who was Imogen, and You Know What was prom. And no, I hadn’t. My excuse was that I was an antisocial loser with crippling anxiety who had no intention of branching out of my small, sad, pathetic world, thank you very much. I mean, my greatest strength was math, for Christ’s sake!


I was condemned to a life of celibacy. I had accepted this fact.


Holden told me to shut my Valium hole—as best friends often do—and then told me of Imogen’s eclipse plans. And then he told me of our plan. We had a plan, apparently.


The plan was simple: We’d break into school, too. And then—under the magic of the total solar eclipse—I would ask Imogen to prom.


That was all fine and dandy. Except that if Imogen was watching the eclipse from the roof of Piles Fork High School, it was guaranteed that Wynonna Jones would be there. And Wynonna Jones’s favorite hobby—aside from photography, jamming to ’80s rock, and macking down on pork rinds—was making my life a living hell. It was part of who she was. A key ingredient to her identity.


“What about Wynonna?” I said. “You know she’ll be there, too. I mean, it was probably her delinquent idea.”


“I’ll keep Wynonna preoccupied,” said Holden. “You just worry about asking You Know Who to the You Know What.”


“But you hate Wynonna.”


“More than anything in the world,” Holden agreed. “But I care about your antisocial loser ass more than I hate her. So are we doing this or what?”








[image: image]











Little did we know, traversing Carbondale an hour before the eclipse—even on foot—was a low-key nightmare.


“I’m trying to decide if this is a really cool thing or a nightmare,” said Holden. “Because every time I see another schmuck wearing a fanny pack, I lean more and more toward the nightmare scenario.”


Holden was being dramatic—but only slightly. The tourists had descended on Carbondale like a plague of locusts. Except these particular locusts were wearing cardboard eclipse glasses, cargo pants, Crocs, and—tragically—fanny packs. Pedestrians filled the sidewalks in droves. Automobile traffic resembled what I imagined my uncle Gary’s arteries looked like on his breakfast/lunch work diet of McGriddles and XXL Grilled Stuft Burritos that he had been subsisting on for the past twenty years. Everyone and everything was heading in the general direction of Saluki Stadium. That was where the biggest eclipse viewing party was taking place.


“Speaking of nightmares,” said Holden, “you look like shit. You okay?”


“Didn’t sleep last night,” I said. My tone was flat. Unaffected. Completely resigned to my fate.


“Man, tell me something I don’t know. Forget sleeping pills. You need some good ol’-fashioned chloroform.”


Although the stress of asking You Know Who to the You Know What may have been a factor, the root of the problem was my chronic insomnia. I hadn’t slept in the past seventy-two hours and counting. And boy, was I feeling it. I could feel the ache for sleep in my bones. I could feel the circles under my eyes. But I didn’t dare crawl back into bed. That would be putting too much pressure on my not-so-trusty hypothalamus—the dysfunctional part of my brain responsible for shutting things down. It was like the concept of “stage fright” when you pee at a public urinal. It didn’t matter if your bladder was in nuclear meltdown mode. Performance was impossible. When it came to sleep, it was best just to let things shut down on their own—wherever that may be. At my desk in Biology, in the passenger seat of Holden’s car, in the booth of an IHOP. Wherever. On bad weeks, my chronic insomnia would build and build and build until my sleep deprivation reached criticality and I just blacked out. It didn’t matter if I was standing, walking, or doing jumping jacks. My body just dropped like I was in the Matrix and someone pulled the plug on me.


I could feel the shutdown closing in. It felt like the thing holding my atoms and particles together was slowly coming unglued.


“I mean, normally the sleep deprivation works in your favor,” said Holden. “You’ve got this unhealthy, anemic male supermodel thing going on. Like that Twilight vampire meets Jared Leto playing a heroin junkie. But you really look like shit today. I’m saying that as a friend.”


“Thanks,” I said. I held my hand over my heart. “I’ll cherish that right here.”


Holden nodded, like he expected nothing less. I returned my attention to the sidewalk ahead and the hordes of people occupying it.


And the fanny packs.


And the Crocs.


“Okay, I get the fanny packs,” I said. “They carry the stupid glasses, right? What I don’t get are the Crocs. Have you ever seen so many Crocs?”


“Oh, I totally get that,” said Holden. “They’re comfortable.”


“No, walking around my bedroom naked is comfortable. Wearing Crocs is just obscene—in public, no less, Jesus!”


“Crocs are comfy as shit,” said Holden. “Deal with it. If you want to get mad about something, get mad that these bastards are commercializing outer space. Next thing you know, they’ll be selling real estate on Uranus. Like, who the hell owns Uranus? God, it makes me so mad!”


To demonstrate his madness, Holden clenched his fist, aiming his fury at a low-set construction stop sign—clearly a symbol of capitalist socioeconomic oppression. But because Holden was five foot nothing—no shit, roughly the height of a really tall hobbit—he still had to give it a running jumpstart. He bolted, jumped, reared his fist back, and unleashed it like a spring-operated can of whoop-ass. The impact of his fist gave a sharp metallic clang that seemed to echo for blocks. This earned us plenty of startled and annoyed looks from the tourists crowding around us.


Holden barely landed on his feet, staggered for balance, and crumpled.


“Shit,” he said. He recoiled his fist, cradling it to his chest. “Shit, shit, shit.”


“Easy there, Fight Club. You okay?”


“Shit, shit, shit,” Holden continued, in worlds of pain. He brought his fist to his mouth and started sucking on it like a gigantic Tootsie Pop.


Meet Holden Durden—the biggest idiot in all of Jackson County. Also, my best friend. He technically earned this honor by being my only friend, but I liked to think that his merits outweighed the clear and utter lack of competition. And because his name was rich with pop-culture potential, I liked to call him Fight Club—or sometimes Caulfield—depending on his mood, which was like a Green Day album. It ranged from lost, alienated soul seeking connection to anti-consumerist anarchist reaping destruction. And I guess there was a weird middle ground that appreciated Crocs.


But despite his height—as well as his aggressively nonconformist behavior—he was actually kind of a stud. He’d had at least seven girlfriends over the course of his high school career and probably twice as many flings. He may have been short, but he carried those five feet and zero inches with Napoleonic confidence.


“Jesus Christ on ice!” said Holden. “Why are there so many fucking people?”


It was a reasonable enough question—if you hadn’t lived your whole life in Carbondale, like Holden and me. If you had, then you knew Carbondale was the self-proclaimed “Solar Eclipse Crossroads of America.” You see, the last total solar eclipse to hit Carbondale was only seven years ago—which sounds like an eternity, until you realize that prior to that, the continental United States hadn’t seen a total solar eclipse since 1979. Which is older than Metallica. So basically, what we were experiencing was an impossible surplus of the rarest celestial event known to the planet Earth. Not to mention, the eclipse of seven years ago reached its “point of greatest duration” in Carbondale—a whopping two minutes and forty seconds. Which was allegedly a big deal. This eclipse business was Carbondale’s entire identity. They closed school for this shit.


But Holden already knew this, so I resolved to change the subject.


“Jesus Christ… on ice,” I mused. “Are you imagining our Lord and Savior as a chilled beverage or a theatrical figure-skating show?”


Holden laughed, rolled his eyes, and punched me in the arm. “Shut up, you atheist schmuck. God knows you need a fucking miracle.”
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My obsession with Imogen ran deep. It all started in elementary school during our fourth-grade production of Romeo and Juliet.


Obviously, it was a kid-friendly version with a dumbed-down script. Also, our fourth-grade drama teacher, Ms. Lopez, resolved that the double suicide was too dark, so she went with an alternative, happily-ever-after ending.


Now don’t get me wrong. Even in fourth grade, I was antisocial as balls. But there was something about playing a role—being someone else—that opened something up inside me. It felt like I was free to say or do whatever I wanted. Which was weird, because I was reading and memorizing a script, so it was kind of the opposite.


Turns out, I was a fourth-grade prodigy at Shakespeare. Even if it was a dumbed-down, alternate-reality, happily-ever-after Shakespeare. It was like a right-brain tsunami, rising to meet the incredible wall of my left-side math brain. I nailed the auditions and was cast as Romeo.


And Juliet was none other than Imogen Klutz.


Imogen was a glutton for drama and theatrics. She was born for the role.


Over the course of that fourth-grade production, I sort of fell in love with Imogen. Even though the only time we talked was when we were reciting lines to each other. But somehow, nine-year-old me was convinced: If I just nailed this performance, Imogen and I would be together.


I know, right? Whatever that’s supposed to mean to a fourth grader. Jesus.


Naturally, I botched it all up.


Act 1, scene 1: Benvolio (Romeo’s cousin) is having a riveting discussion with Lord and Lady Montague (Romeo’s parents) about those motherfucking Capulets (seriously, fuck them), and they are also expressing deep concern over poor, emo Romeo, who has been sulking around among the sycamores lately. As Romeo sulks onto the scene, Benvolio promises to find out the reason for his melancholy.


Spoiler: Romeo is in love with Rosalind. Unfortunately, Rosalind doesn’t reciprocate the feeling. Also, she has sworn herself to a life of chastity. Poor, emo Romeo…


Enter ROMEO.


Benvolio: “Good morrow, cousin!”


And that’s when I forgot all my lines.


Except it was more surreal than that. It was like an out-of-body experience. I literally felt like I was in the audience, and I was watching the Shakespearean Tragedy Formerly Known as Ezra. I watched as he destroyed his acting career, and his future with Imogen, in one fell swoop. His eyes were wide, and his mouth was open, and he looked like he might faint at any moment, or possibly die.


I knew my lines. I knew them! I whispered them to myself from my out-of-body seat in the audience.


Is the day so young?


Is the day so young?!


IS THE DAY SO YOUNG?!?


But the lines never made it to the Ezra onstage.


Benvolio whispered the line to him. Offstage, Ms. Lopez whispered the line to him. Loudly. Loud enough for the first several rows to hear. Finally, in a moment of peak exasperation, she rushed onstage with a full script and attempted to shove it into his limp-noodle hands.


The Ezra onstage looked at the script like it was his own death sentence.


And then he ran offstage.


Out of the school.


I found myself curled up in the parking lot, having an actual mental breakdown.


Crying.


Ironically, our production of Romeo and Juliet was on the evening of Carbondale’s first total solar eclipse. Ms. Lopez seemed to think it was poetic—being a tale of star-crossed lovers and all. It wasn’t until later that I learned how Romeo and Juliet really ended. It wasn’t a romance. It was a staunch, die-hard tragedy! If that didn’t act as foreshadowing of my future with Imogen, nothing did.


That was about the time my chronic insomnia became a thing. Although technically, my insomnia also followed a minor car accident from my childhood—one that happened a night or two before Romeo and Juliet. But honestly, I couldn’t remember a damn thing about it. My doctor suggested my insomnia was trauma-related. I suggested it was I-don’t-know-how-to-be-a-human-being-anymore-related. My doctor suggested that maybe that was trauma-related. I suggested that space-time was made out of spirals, known mathematically as the golden ratio, and that this ratio—1.618—was the mathematical constant that governed the universe, but knowing that wasn’t going to help me sleep—if anything, it was doing the opposite—so, like, did he have anything stronger than Ambien or what?


We were at an impasse.


There was a reason Holden and I chose today for my promposal. Because it wasn’t just about prom. It was about fixing me. Because clearly, I was broken. I was psychologically damaged goods.


I only mention any of this because life is a journey of spirals. Repeating patterns.


The past always has a way of catching up to the future.
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Piles Fork High School was desolate—a redbrick, three-story megalith from a forgotten era. Okay, so the forgotten era was last Friday. The grounds were too well kept for this to be some post-apocalyptic setting. The grass was cut, the roses were coming into bloom, and the hedges were crisp, elongated cubes. Even if Piles Fork’s education system was a sham, at least the groundskeeper, Ziggy, kept the shrubbery on point.


As we ascended the front steps and approached the glass doors, Holden pulled a key out of his pocket. It sank flawlessly into the keyhole and clicked as he turned it.


It’s maybe important to know that Holden’s mom was Principal Durden.


Holden stole his mom’s master key. I mean, it was a long time ago, but he did make a copy. Well, two copies. He gave one to me for my sixteenth birthday. Told me to keep it on me at all times. Maybe we’d sneak into school on a Saturday and smoke pot in the teachers’ lounge.


We never did, but it was a noble idea. It’s the thought that counts.


“Let’s split up,” he said.


“What?” I said. “Have you watched any horror movie ever? That’s like the number one no-no.”


“I’m sorry. Is there a homicidal sociopath in this scenario I’m unaware of?”


“Wynonna Jones?” I suggested.


“Wynonna isn’t a homicidal sociopath. Just a regular one.”


“How do you suppose they got in?”


“When it comes to the Jonesy?” said Holden. “Anything’s possible—picking the locks, scaling the wall, quantum teleportation.…”


“That’s scientifically impossible, actually.”


“Listen, Stephen Hawking, we’re on a bit of a time crunch, and we still don’t know how to get on the roof. If we’re gonna make this happen, we’re gonna have to split up. Call me if you see the girls or the entrance to the roof, and I’ll do the same. Okay? Okay.”


Without waiting for a response, Holden turned and delved west.


I took a deep breath, flipped on the flashlight on my phone, and ventured east.


I climbed the eastside stairs to the third floor. Listened to the quiet clap of my shoes echo up the stairwell. Once I reached the top, I began scouring the main hall clockwise. Turned into each branching pathway as it came. Checked each room and closet. Kept my eyes on the ceiling, in case there was some sort of… hatch… or whatever.


That’s when I heard it—a small metallic slinking sound. A clatter. A soft thud.


My whole body atrophied. I waited. Realized I wasn’t breathing, at which point I made a conscious effort to keep not breathing.


I heard it again.


Slink—clatter—THUNK!


This time, I was sure of it.


It was the sound of a vending machine.


And it was coming from the floor below.


I hurried to the nearest stairwell, gripped the handrail, and descended with quiet, anxious steps.


It was either Imogen or Wynonna—one or the other. I doubted it was both because it was impossible for Wynonna not to talk when Imogen was around.


Slink. Clatter. Thunk.


Whoever it was, they were sure stocking up on some serious sustenance.


I slowed my pace near the bottom of the stairs. Lurked cautiously to the corner—knowing full well that the vending machine in question was mere feet away on the other side.


Palms to the wall, I peered around the corner.


It was Imogen Klutz.


You know that scene in high school movies where our protagonist, Awkward Social Outcast, lays eyes on our lead female character, Girl of His Dreams—the first time we, as an audience, meet her—and we see her in slow motion, and her skin glows with ethereal radiance, and her hair flows like a waterfall or something similarly flow-y, and all sound cuts out to an annoying pop song, like the Smash Mouth cover of “I’m a Believer”?


Yeah. That.


Okay, so I kind of had a thing for Imogen. And that thing may have been called “obsession.” She was beautifully lanky with a long, gawky neck; a heart-shaped face with kind eyes; and sheets of sandy-blond hair that kind of frizzed around the ears. She had an affinity for sweaters and often coupled them with colorful, awkwardly fitting jeans and beautifully ugly no-name-brand sneakers.


And the eyebrows. Oh my god. Don’t even get me started on the eyebrows.


Okay, I’ll tell you.


On the surface, Imogen’s eyebrows were big, bad, and beautiful. Unplucked and unashamed. Some might go so far as to call them “colossal” or “gargantuan.” That wasn’t an exaggeration. Deep down, however, Imogen’s eyebrows were an enigma. Beneath the planes of their vast, follicular arcs, they contained the secrets of the universe. And the darkness! They were sooooo dark—practically black against the sandy blond of her hair—drawing you in like gravitational singularities. Resistance was futile. Think Labyrinth-era Jennifer Connelly and you’re on the right track. Add a dash of black magic and a pinch of metaphysical transcendence, and SHAZAM.


Those were Imogen’s eyebrows.


Of course, when I told Holden this, he told me I had a troubling eyebrow fetish, and I should probably seek psychiatric help.


Anyway, as I witnessed all of this in slow motion, with Smash Mouth singing in the background, and—slink, clatter, thunk—the last bag of pork rinds fell into the dispenser hatch of the vending machine, there was a hazy moment when I apparently wandered out from behind the corner of the stairwell. But I didn’t say anything. Lest anyone forget, my role in this movie was Awkward Social Outcast, and it was a comedy at my expense.


Imogen turned her head slowly—suddenly noticing the human-shaped figure…


… standing six feet away from her…


… in a dark, empty hallway…


… watching her.


She screamed and threw her arms in the air—along with all the snacks she was carrying—chips, candy bars, pork rinds, and a pair of Dr Peppers. One of the Dr Peppers landed in such a way that it cracked and spewed pressurized soda like a punctured vein in a splatter film. The other Dr Pepper landed uncracked, although it caught a backspin and rolled beneath her foot—right as she took a frantic step backward. The sole of her shoe landed on the center of the can, wobbled unsteadily, and the rest was poetry in motion. That is to say, Imogen’s leg shot up in an elegant high kick, the can of Dr Pepper launched like a ballistic missile, her entire body swung like a catapult, and she landed flat on her back.


“Shit,” I said.


I immediately swooped to Imogen’s aid—only to hover over her body, mirroring her paralysis.


“Oh my god,” I said. My hands floundered aimlessly. “I am so sorry. Imogen, are you okay?”


There was a long moment when Imogen’s eyes were like marbles—glassy orbs disconnected from sentient thought. She was dead. I killed her. I ogled Imogen to death. Death by ogling in the first degree.


Then she blinked, and there was life. Her eyes focused on me, and she smiled.


“Oh, hey, Ezra,” she said. Then she winced. “Ouch.”


“Where does it hurt?” I asked.


Imogen made a vague, wibbly-wobbly gesture with her hands that seemed to encompass her entire body.


“I’m gonna call nine-one-one,” I said.


“No!” said Imogen. She immediately attempted to sit up. “No, no, no. I’m good. I’m fine.”


“Are you sure?”


“In a breaking-and-entering situation?” said Imogen. “Ten minutes before the eclipse? I am so sure. Wynonna would kill—”


“Slevin, you little shit!” said the last voice in the world I wanted to hear. “What the hell sort of perverted things are you doing to my best friend?”


I whipped around, and there she was—Wynonna fucking Jones—strolling onto the scene like some sort of deus ex machina. But, like, the opposite. A sort of anti–deus ex machina who fucked things up right when you thought everything would be okay.


Wynonna’s style could best be described as “military hippie-core” or maybe “’80s vomit-punk.” All I could tell you was that she had electric-blue hair and was currently wearing combat boots, a pair of very distressed jeans—shredded, bleached, and pegged to a fault—a bomber jacket covered in patches, tied snugly around her waist, some sort of boho-crochet top, and bracelets. Lots of bracelets. Like, way too many bracelets for any one human being. And yet, there they were—bold, overbearing, and predominantly neon. She had a pair of tattoos on her inner forearms. On her left arm was the word “dharma.” On the right, mirroring the other, was “karma.”


Ironically, it was the karma hand (rocking electric-blue nails to match her hair) that shoved me square in the chest. I staggered backward—almost tripped and fell—but landed against the wall of lockers behind me.


“Did he hurt you?” said Wynonna.


“No, no, I’m fine,” said Imogen, crawling to her feet—although this was followed by an invalidating wince.


“Was he trying to put his creepy moves on you?”


I felt myself flush red.


“What? No!” said Imogen, appalled.


“Did he try to bank-rob your virginity?” said Wynonna.


Okay, now I was fuchsia, swiftly encroaching on magenta.


“Wynonna!” said Imogen, wide-eyed. “Can we not talk about my virginity?”


But Wynonna was already bored with Imogen and set her predatory sights on me. I still had my back to the lockers, but Wynonna’s presence was reverse-magnetic, pressing me flat against the cold blue metal.


“I’ll tell you how this works, Slevin,” said Wynonna. “I’m like Imogen’s daddy. If you want to ask Imogen on a date, you gotta go through me. At which point I’ll decide whether or not I’ll kill you. Are we clear?”


We were so clear. Cellophane, even.


However, at that exact moment, I heard Holden calling my name. Then he rounded the corner and saw his best friend being bullied—yet again—by Wynonna fucking Jones.


“GET YOUR HANDS OFF MY BEST FRIEND, YOU BLUE-HAIRED SNAKE.”


Wynonna turned her head, and then her lips twisted into an amused smirk. “Blue-haired snake?”


“You lay one more finger on him,” said Holden, “and I’ll…”


But Wynonna was already raising a single finger—slowly, tauntingly. She made an incredible display of it. She then reached it slowly toward my face. But her eyes were on Holden. Testing him. Sneering with her pupils.


“Don’t. You. Dare,” said Holden.


She pressed my nose like a button.


“Boop,” she said.


If my nose were a button, then Holden was the doomsday device to which it was wirelessly connected. He extended his arms and screamed like a total maniac—which Wynonna thought was hilarious. But then he marched over to Imogen.


Wynonna’s smile vanished.


Holden snatched a bag of pork rinds off the floor.


Wynonna’s eyes widened with alarm. “Put the pork rinds down, you son of a—”


Holden ripped the bag of rinds wide open, shoving his face in them like a wild animal.


“—BITCH!” Wynonna screamed.


Holden was chomping, scarfing, devouring with voracious force. Wynonna all but assaulted him, ripping the tattered bag from his hands. By that point, there was nothing but deep-fried pork dust and Holden’s smirking chipmunk cheeks, bulging like balloons. He didn’t dare swallow, though. Like any sane human, he knew that pork rinds tasted like salty, deep-fried ass.


Both Holden’s and Wynonna’s heads rotated slowly, homing in on the second—and final—bag of pork rinds.


Wynonna bolted. Holden, however, dove like a baseball player for home plate. And because the vinyl tile floor was as buffed and shiny as the immortal bald head of Bruce Willis, he slid like it was a Slip ’n Slide. Holden snatched the bag and barrel-rolled, and Wynonna tripped over him. He tried to get up, but Wynonna grabbed him by the shirt and muscled him down. They proceeded to roll around on the floor.


The moment Holden was on top, Wynonna went for his throat. Bad idea. Holden’s ballooning cheeks deflated, and he spewed chewed-up pork rinds all over her boho-crochet top.


Wynonna screamed with understandable horror. Holden coughed and gagged.


Imogen, meanwhile, crab-crawled away from the action on long, spindly limbs until she was right next to me. Climbed to her feet. Leaned toward my ear, although she was unable to tear her eyes away from the carnage.


“Why do they always do this?” she said in a hushed tone.


It was a very large question containing layers upon layers to unpack. Here were the facts as I knew them:



1. Wynonna hated me, but…


2. She loved to torment me.


3. Holden always came to my rescue, but…


4. He always did it in an unstable, psychotic, rage-y sort of way.


5. I think Wynonna loved that, too. I think she got a rush out of it.




It was a vicious, never-ending cycle. In fact, one might assume that it was a part of the normal balance of their lives. That if you took this away from them, their states of being might very well spiral into chaos.


Then a thought occurred: I was experiencing a rare, one-on-one conversation with Imogen. If you disregarded our best friends grappling MMA-style on the floor, that is. Which I did. In fact, Wynonna and Holden were inadvertently acting as a kind of strange and horrifying—but nevertheless effective—icebreaker. It was about as perfect an opportunity to ask You Know Who to the You Know What that I could hope for.


However, now that Imogen was standing next to me—clearly not having a 911 emergency—I devolved into my usual state of crippling social ineptitude.


Somewhere in the pandemonium, Holden managed to break free of Wynonna. He lunged to the nearest window—one of the few at Piles Fork that you could actually slide open. This is what Holden did. Slid it wide open with one hand. With the other, he thrust the hostage bag of pork rinds over the three-story drop. The bag dangled in his fierce grip.


“Take one more step and the pork rinds get it,” said Holden.


Wynonna froze in her oversized combat-boot tracks. Raised her hands in a slow and steady cease-fire. She was apparently taking the hostage situation very seriously.


“Eeeeeasy, Durden,” said Wynonna. “Don’t do anything we’ll all regret.”


“Apologize to Ezra,” said Holden.


“Excuse me?”


“Or the pork rinds get it.”


Wynonna glanced at me with a sort of residual disgust. Or dismissive resentment. It was hard to pin down exactly what it was, however, because my mind was slipping. Like the moon was currently slipping over the disk of the sun, causing the sky to darken with a strange, dusky hue. Although I was only vaguely aware of it in some distant compartment of my brain.


“No way,” said Wynonna. “I am not apologizing to—”


Holden let his grip slide but only slightly. The pork rinds slipped half an inch.


“Okay, okay, okay!” said Wynonna. She turned to look at me. Took several steps forward until we were standing at a safe, apologetic distance. I could sense the words coagulating at the back of her throat, like a scab.


“Ezra Slevin,” she said, pronouncing each syllable of my name overdramatically. “I am sorry… that you’re a PATHETIC LITTLE CHICKENSHIT.”


She lunged at Holden. Smashed him into the wall, tweaking his “pork rind” arm against the window frame. Holden yelped. The brunt of the impact, however, went into her right combat boot, which she planted flat against the wall. A compressed spring. She fastened her arms around Holden’s head, Randy Orton–style, and kicked off, launching the two of them like a WWE finishing move. I thought for sure she was gonna RKO Holden’s ass “outta nowhere!”


Instead, Wynonna kicked off a little too hard, and she and Holden collided into Imogen and me.


I felt it—a cerebral FLASH! I felt the impact like my astral form was being knocked out of my human shell.


We were a tangle of limbs, a human blob, rolling across the vinyl tile floor—crash!—right into the lockers. The kshhhhhhh! of ringing aluminum buzzed in my ears.


“Owwww,” said Holden.


“Am I dead?” said Imogen faintly. “Is this what being dead is?”


“Fuck me,” I mumbled to myself, in a moment of existential quandary.


Those were the words I said.


Except it was Wynonna’s voice that said them.


Somewhere in the human blob, I felt a body stiffen. As if they, too, recognized that something was cosmically wrong.


I opened my eyes. Glanced down at my hands, palms flat against the cold tile.


Except they weren’t my hands. They were smaller. Thinner. Smoother.


Each fingernail was painted electric blue.


That’s when I noticed the tufts of electric-blue hair framing my periphery.


It was then—and only then—that I realized someone in the human blob was looking directly at me. I rotated my head slowly.


The face staring back at me…


… was me.


It was Ezra Slevin. A mirror image of my face. A doppelgänger. His protruding head was sandwiched between Imogen’s long sweatered torso and, rather unfortunately, Holden’s ass.


He looked as terrified as I felt.


And then it happened again—flash!


Suddenly, I was in a different place, looking a different direction. Also, Holden’s ass was in my face—which should have been an alarming situation in its own regard. However, I was too preoccupied looking at Wynonna, and she was looking at me. We both seemed to be sharing the same look, and the look said, “What the actual fuck?”


“Oh shit!” said Holden. “The eclipse!”


Wynonna and I snapped out of our Twilight Zone situation—if only for a moment. Even Imogen made an Eeep! sound. We all twisted, and squirmed, and pulled, and slowly unraveled from one another. Staggered upright and rushed to the open window. Everyone fumbled to remove their respective cardboard eclipse glasses from various pockets, struggling to assemble them to our faces.


By the time we succeeded, the black circle occupying the sky was already in the process of receding. A blast of white light punctured its side.


We had missed it.


Finally—whether from the disappointment, or the stress, or the Twilight Zone–level shit in between—my body decided this was as good a time as any to shut things down.


I blacked out.













TWO





VOICES DRIFTED ABOVE ME—so close, and yet, so far away—like they were standing over me in some parallel dimension.


Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god, said Imogen.


Don’t worry, said Holden. It’s okay, it’s okay. This happens all the time.


What, is he narcoleptic or something? said Wynonna.


Not exactly. He’s more of a hard-core insomniac who occasionally breaks from sleep deprivation.


And that’s OKAY? said Imogen, incredulous.


I mean, there’s no long-term damage from it. It’s just a part of his disorder or whatever.


How long has it been since he last slept?


Um. Holden had to stop and think about that one. Two or three days?


Two or three DAYS?


Again, Holden seemed to pause and mull this over. Three days, he said definitively.


Oh my god.


But it’s okay, Holden assured her.


How exactly is that OKAY?


I mean, it’s normal.


That is not normal!


Are you saying we SHOULDN’T call nine-one-one? said Wynonna.


Oh, no, we definitely should. His body hit the floor like that Drowning Pool song.


The voices faded into dreamless sleep. A swollen pool of blackness, like an abscess in time.
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“You haven’t slept in how long?” said the paramedic.


“Seventy-two hours,” I said. And then, as an afterthought, added, “… ish.”


I was rounding to the nearest day, of course. I had neither the time nor the patience to provide exact measurements for my insanity.


Even though I felt fine—all things considered—the paramedics had me lie down on a stretcher so they could determine how “fine” I was for themselves. Judging from the looks they exchanged, I was failing with prowess.


Imogen, meanwhile, was standing over me—as close as the paramedics would allow, at least—shaking her head like I was the saddest thing she had ever seen. Like a blind orphan with cancer, petting my puppy and dearest friend, Scruffles, who I didn’t realize was dead.


Normally, I would’ve appreciated the attention—even if it was just pity attention. However, I was a little preoccupied with the event that I was currently referring to in my head as What the Fuck Just Happened?


“Are you seeing a doctor?” said the paramedic.


“I have a psychiatrist,” I said.


“Are you on any medication?”


“Belsomra.”


“How’s that working?”


I glanced from him, to the other paramedic checking my vitals, to the police officer interrogating Holden and Wynonna, and back to him.


“Less than desirable?” I offered.


“But your doctor still has you taking it?”


“I mean, it’s not like it’s worse than the others.”


“What else have you taken?”


“Ambien, Lunesta, Rozerem, Sonata…” I said, feeling a bit like a wizard rattling off magical words. “Valium—”


“Valium?” said the paramedic.


“I’ve had chronic insomnia since I was nine,” I said. “We’ve made the rounds.”


“And you say this is normal for you? Passing out like this?”


“It isn’t abnormal.”


“Was there anything about this particular instance that was abnormal?”


Wynonna seemed to overhear this question. She looked at me, and I looked at her. Our gazes interlocked for a staggering nanosecond before we hastily looked away, embarrassed.


“Nope,” I said. “Completely normal.”
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“It’s true what they say,” said Holden. “No good deed goes unpunished.”


“What part of breaking and entering is a ‘good deed’?” said Principal Allegra Durden. (Yes, like the antihistamine.) Aka Holden’s mom. She emphasized “good deed,” air-quoting with her index and middle fingers.


Like Holden, Principal Durden was small-framed—barely an inch taller than her son. Her size, however, had no effect on the sheer intimidation her presence inspired. Though she and Holden shared the same features—black hair, dark eyes, intense mouth—she wore them with a certain edge. A deadliness of sorts. Perhaps it came with the territory of employment in the public school system. It probably didn’t help that she was called in on a school holiday to assume the role of Dispenser of Disciplinary Action.


Frankly, we were lucky we didn’t get arrested. We were only so fortunate because Holden’s mom was the principal, and her fury eclipsed that of all our parents combined. The police seemed largely satisfied by her rage and handed us over without a fuss.


Our fate was relinquished to the Wrath of the Durden.


“Ezra and I didn’t break and enter!” Holden protested. “I mean, we didn’t break anything, at least.”


“Okay, I’ll give you that,” said Principal Durden. “You didn’t break anything.” She rotated her cannon-like gaze to Wynonna and Imogen sitting beside us. Together, the four of us sat in a straight line in front of her desk. Like targets in a shooting gallery. “At least you boys didn’t break the window of the girls’ bathroom to get in.”


“It was an accident!” said Wynonna. “The window was already unlocked. I’m sooooooo sorry if I happen to have a bigger ass than Imogen. I didn’t ask for this thing, you know.”


“Oh, hush,” said Imogen. “Your butt is fine.”


“Nobody is here to talk about your butt, Miss Jones,” said Principal Durden. “Having a big butt isn’t a criminal offense. Using your big butt to break the window of the girls’ bathroom, however, is. And unfortunately, Miss Klutz, you are an accomplice to Wynonna’s butt.”


Imogen’s long, gangly form seemed to be imploding on itself in utter shame. Wynonna, meanwhile, was slouching back in her chair, arms folded, blatantly manspreading into Holden’s leg room. In open defiance, Holden was attempting to manspread even farther—despite having the shortest legspan of the four of us.


“You, on the other hand,” said Principal Durden, returning her attention to Holden, “stole my master key, made two copies, and gave one of them to your best friend for his birthday. And, of course, I had to be told this by the police. Am I missing anything?”


“Um, yeah,” said Holden. “How about the part where we called nine-one-one and saved Ezra’s life? We’re basically heroes!”


Wynonna snorted. Principal Durden shook her head, probably wondering which part of her genetic code was responsible for Holden’s grasp on reality. Surely this was Mr. Durden’s fault.


“Right, Ezra?” said Holden. “Tell her!”


Oh boy. Okay. This was happening.


Imogen looked at me. Though I refused to make eye contact, I was well aware of her in my periphery. I felt her gaze. There was a soft but intense pressure to it—like Darth Vader slowly choking me with the Force.


Don’t say anything stupid, Ezra. Be cool. Think cool thoughts.


“I’ve never known a greater trio of heroes,” I said. “If it were up to me, I’d award each of them a Congressional Medal of Honor. Maybe a Nobel Peace Prize for them to share.”


There was a fine line between “cool sarcasm” and “sounding like a complete idiot.” I may have crossed that line.


Principal Durden dropped her head in her hands. Wynonna gave a sharp bark of laughter. Imogen imploded further. She looked like a dying daddy longlegs crumpling in on itself.


“See!” said Holden. “That’s what I’m sayin’! What kind of Orwellian world are we living in when the system punishes the heroes? If you punish us, Mom, then you’re just another cog in the totalitarian machine.”


Principal Durden pursed her lips. Leaned forward and interlocked her fingers. If Holden had just issued her a challenge, then she was accepting it.


“I was going to give the four of you detention for a month,” she said. “Now I realize that isn’t severe enough.”


Holden, Imogen, Wynonna, and I straightened in our seats, each of us in varying states of panic.


“How is detention not severe enough?” said Wynonna.


“Because you don’t have to do anything in detention,” said Principal Durden. “And because you’re all friends, and I would just be giving you a place to hang out. I’ve seen The Breakfast Club. I know how it works.”


“What’s a breakfast club?” said Holden.


Imogen looked appalled—by Holden’s breakfast club comment, not the punishment situation.


“Um, we are not friends with them,” said Wynonna. “I’d rather be friends with a dead opossum.”


“Oh yeah?” said Holden. “I’d rather be friends with my own wiener!”


“Oh, I’m sure you already are.”


“Oh snap! Good one, Wynonna. I am totally friends with my own wiener. We’ve shared the best of times, he and I.”


Wynonna’s face retched in response.


“Please, Holden, never talk about your wiener in my office again,” said Principal Durden. “No one is impressed by it.”


Wynonna chuckled. Holden’s face pinched into a scowl.


Principal Durden took turns looking at each of us individually. When her eyes rested on me, however, I noticed something weird—sympathy, maybe? Whatever it was, it passed like a glint of light on the highway. She blinked, leaned back in her chair, and it was gone. Miles away.


“There’s a saying,” said Principal Durden. “Hell is a state of mind. As there are varying degrees of guilt in this situation, I’ve decided on a hell that might not be so bad for some of you. And for others… well…” She glanced between Holden and Wynonna. “It’s gonna suck.”


She opened the thin middle drawer of her desk, reached inside, and pulled out a bundle of pamphlets—four, exactly—and laid them out on her desk for each of us.


The four of us leaned forward. Several pairs of eyes widened, for various reasons—Imogen out of excitement, Wynonna and Holden out of pure, unadulterated horror. The pamphlets were black-and-white, the cover art minimalist. A pair of silhouettes were standing back-to-back. Though they stood the exact same height, one was distinctly female, and the other, male. The top of the pamphlet read:




William Shakespeare’s


Twelfth Night


A Piles Fork High School Production









Two thoughts occurred immediately:




1. Holden told Principal Durden about my crush on Imogen. Specifically, how it all started with our fourth-grade production of Romeo and Juliet. Really, this came as no surprise because Holden had the biggest mouth on the planet Earth.


2. She probably thought she was helping me.




However, fourth grade was a long time ago. Not to mention, the most traumatic event of my young, fragile life. And rather than nourish my talent as a budding actor, I had hidden it under a bushel, lit the bushel on fire, and scattered the ashes in the metaphorical Sea of Things I Will Not Do with My Life.


I had nothing against Shakespeare. At least, I thought the modern retellings were all right—10 Things I Hate About You (The Taming of the Shrew), or My Own Private Idaho (Henry IV Part 1, Henry IV Part 2, and Henry V), or Romeo + Juliet (Romeo and Juliet with Baz Luhrmann spilled all over it), et cetera, et cetera. What I did have a problem with was reading Shakespeare out loud (in front of Imogen). And performing Shakespeare (in front of Imogen). And being on a stage in costume (in front of Imogen). Really, Imogen was the root of the problem—through no fault of her own—and this smelled like all those things combined.


“What the hell is this?” said Holden.


“It’s a play,” said Principal Durden. “And as of now, the four of you are in it.”


“No,” said Wynonna, shaking her head. “No, no, no, no, no.”


“I’ll also be adding each of you to our eighth-period theater class.”


“Eighth period?” said Holden, appalled. “That’s a thing?”


“It’s an extracurricular period. They meet off campus from two-oh-five to two fifty-five at the Amityvale Theater downtown.”


“That’s disgusting,” said Holden. “I’m disgusted. Man, if Pink Floyd ever heard about this bureaucracy…”


In the midst of Holden’s conniption, and as Wynonna dissolved in a vat of denial, I couldn’t help but notice Imogen’s eyes.


They were balloons inflating with delight.


“But… isn’t that class full?” said Imogen. You could tell, she was exercising every bit of restraint not to get too excited.


The class was full. At least, it had been full. I knew this because it was the reason Imogen was rejected from the class for the third year in a row. And I knew that because Holden provided me with printed copies of Imogen’s schedule for the third year in a row, along with a note about the one class that didn’t make the cut.


I swear to god, I wasn’t a stalker. Holden merely facilitated my fantasy of becoming one.


I also knew the real reason Imogen didn’t make the cut. Why many interested students didn’t make the cut. Everyone knew. It was kind of an open secret.


Principal Durden gave an uneasy chuckle. The sort of laugh that meant the opposite of funny.


“That may have been the case,” she said, “but there’s been a few changes and several openings.”


“Eeep!” said Imogen. She raised her fists to her mouth in trembling balls of delight.


“And as of this moment, you four are enrolled.”


“No!” said Wynonna. “I refuse!”


“If you refuse,” said Principal Durden, “you will be officially banned from prom.”


My stomach was a cinder block, plunging to the bottom of the Challenger Deep.


“WHAT?” said Wynonna.


“Nuh-uh,” said Holden.


“Ooh, I hope I get Viola,” Imogen whispered to herself.


“Yuh-huh,” said Principal Durden. “I’ll talk to security and make sure you never set foot in prom. Unless you attend each and every day of class, as well as the final production—which is conveniently the day before prom.”


Holden’s face was solemn. He sent a subtle, contemplative glance my way. I responded with the obvious look of someone whose stomach was resting on the bottom of the ocean. He returned his gaze to his mom.


“Fine,” said Holden. “Ezra and I will do the Shakespeare thingy. Right, Ezra?”


Principal Durden looked at me expectantly. Meanwhile, I had temporarily forgotten how to breathe.


“Right, Ezra?” Holden repeated. There was nothing subtle about his look now. He was glaring at me.


He was doing this for me.


I pinched my mouth shut and nodded my head—because if I opened my mouth, I might start hyperventilating.


“Screw this,” said Wynonna. She pushed her chair back, stood up indignantly, and started for the door. “Screw this Shakespeare bullshit. Screw prom. I’m out.”


She opened the door, walked out, and slammed it behind her with a mighty THWACK!


The silence that filled Principal Durden’s office was tense and slightly asphyxiating.


“Let… me talk to her,” said Imogen. She stood up. “Oh, and I’m in. I mean… I accept the terms of my punishment. Um. Do I talk to you if I’m interested in the role of Viola?”


“You definitely don’t talk to me,” said Principal Durden. “I have no say in the matter whatsoever.”


“Right. Yes. Of course.”


Imogen hesitated awkwardly in the office for a moment, then rushed out the door after her friend. Miraculously, she managed to shut the door quietly behind her. There was a soft click, then a rapid clap of footsteps down the hall.


“So,” said Principal Durden, “I suppose you two will be wanting a ride home?”


“Yes, please,” I said.


“No thanks,” said Holden. “Heroes don’t accept favors from the totalitarian machine.”


“Not even for Taco Bell?” she asked. “I’ll buy, but it’s out of your college fund.”


Holden paused, mulling this over with grave consideration. Finally, he nodded. “Heroes can make an exception for Taco Bell.”
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Piles Fork High School was famous for one thing: its theater program. It specialized in musical theater and was, in a word, phenomenal. The best in the state. Arguably, the nation. This was multi–award-winning shit we’re talking about: the Dazzles, the Freddies, the Halos, the Teenies. It sounds like I’m using made-up words, but I swear to god, these were all real things! I knew this because Principal Durden gushed about them like they were her own greatest achievements. Every year, Principal Durden poured more and more of the school budget into the theater program. At this point, the theater budget outweighed all the core subjects combined.


If that sounds insane, that’s because it is.


Theater was taught exclusively by Ms. Cicily Chaucer—rumored to be the great (times seventeen) granddaughter of Geoffrey Chaucer. Which I was pretty sure was bullshit. But she had been a cast member of the Broadway revival of the musical Cats. She claimed to have left because of “creative differences.” No one really questioned her on that.


In fact, no one really questioned her on anything. When she claimed she needed a more “theatrical environment” for her classroom, Principal Durden allowed her to scout out off-campus locations. Ms. Chaucer finally settled on the Amityvale Theater, located in the very center of downtown. The Amityvale Theater was a historic venue for performing arts, though today was used more commonly for music, modern entertainment, community events, etc.


The school district rented out a time slot in a year-to-year contract.


As for Ms. Chaucer’s handpicked students, they were the most snobbish, despotic group of theater kids ever to roam the stage. Imagine Sharpay and Ryan Evans from High School Musical, and multiply them by nine, and that’s what we were dealing with here. They walked together, ate together, and, more often than not, made whoopee together. They were cliquish, bordering on cultish. Whenever graduation neared, they usually had their collective sights set on select individuals—a new generation of Sharpays and Ryans—whom they deemed worthy to enter their fold. All they needed was a proper blood initiation, maybe a pagan animal sacrifice for good measure, and they were no longer human. They were a superior species. They were the newest members of Ms. Chaucer’s theater class.


At least, that was the case until a couple weeks ago.


That’s when the drug bust happened.


You see, there was a reason why Piles Fork’s theater program was the best. Why they were able to memorize lines like machines and kill it like the fucking Terminator. Why they sang and danced and performed like genetically advanced superhumans.


They were all on prescription drugs—namely medication for ADHD and narcolepsy.


In fact, Ms. Chaucer was selling them prescription drugs—Adderall, Ritalin, Moda, you name it. If that wasn’t batshit crazy enough, there were even a couple Ryans sharing an eight ball of cocaine! Although Ms. Chaucer swore to god, she didn’t sell them that.


Whatever the case, Ms. Chaucer was arrested. As for all the Sharpays and Ryans, they were pulled out of school and sent promptly to rehab.


It was all very low-key. No one actually saw it happen. However, when eighteen superhuman theater monsters suddenly fail to show up to school the next day—to say nothing of their supreme musical overlord—teenagers talk. And when necessary, they can even read the news.


Imogen didn’t know about it because she was a decent human being who rejected the idea of gossip. I, on the other hand, knew everything because Holden told me. And he knew about it because he liked to sneak onto his mom’s laptop and read her private school emails.


It later came out that Cicily Chaucer was kicked out of the Cats revival for attempting to sell cocaine to her costars. So, that didn’t bode well for the impending coke charge. As for that generous budget Principal Durden had been pouring into the theater department, Ms. Chaucer had apparently been embezzling funds for her prescription (and maybe not-so-prescription) drug-dealing campaign.


This put a heavy and uncomfortable spotlight on Principal Durden. If she was ever going to live this down, she needed to fix this. And the first thing that needed fixing was a nationally renowned theater class that was currently—and very literally—nonexistent. It didn’t need to be extraordinary. It only needed to exist. And hopefully be functioning to some degree. (And not as an upper-middle-class high school drug ring.)


Understandably, none of the existing faculty wanted to touch that position with a ten-foot stage prop.


There was, however, a young, aspiring staff member who had just barely earned his Bachelor of Arts at Southern Illinois University—a theater degree, if you can believe it—after nearly a decade of going to school part-time. Also, before his job at Piles Fork, he had a history of working in rehabs and said he could spot a teenager using from twenty yards away. He claimed he could tell what they were on just by looking at their pupils.


Principal Durden hired him on the spot as an adjunct teacher.


When she asked him his thoughts on filling the class two-thirds of the way through the school year, he said, “Do kids get detention around here?”


They did, obviously.


“Send those kids my way,” he said.
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When the Durdens arrived at my cul-de-sac, everyone had already finished their chalupas, gorditas, and Doritos Locos Tacos. I offered to dispose of the garbage and ended up with our original to-go bag stuffed with every article of trash in the car—minus Holden’s half-filled Baja Blast. He was still sipping on it when he rolled down his passenger-side window and offered his fist. I bumped it.


“Later, hero,” I said.


“Later, gator,” said Holden.


“Later, gator?” said Principal Durden. “Do kids still say that?”


“How dare you question what my generation says! I am my generation. And it rhymes. It’s timeless!”


Holden rolled up his window, flashed a peace sign, and the Durdens rounded the cul-de-sac and sped off.


I turned around. It was now—and only now—that I chose to address the issue of the car in the driveway.


It was a modified, skeezy-looking Honda Civic with obnoxious yellow paint, a custom black hood with a gaudy scoop, a spoiler that belonged on a spaceship, and a NASCAR-level sticker treatment. It was covered in brands and decals that said things like ILLEST and LOWLIFE.


I recognized the car from the school parking lot. (What can I say? It stood out.) I also had no idea who it belonged to. Unfortunately, this was normal.


I took a deep breath and started for the front door. I was halfway up the driveway when I heard the screaming.


“Fuck you!”


“No, fuck you!”


“FUCK YOU.”


The front door burst open and out came Jayden Hoxsie.


Jayden was a breed of male teenager in the Douchimus maximus family. He had spiky black hair, only worked his upper body at the gym, and typically wore his polo shirts so tight that his nipples were visible nubs in the fabric. He was also in the same grade as me—a junior—which made it all the more painfully awkward that he was in my house.


There was only one reason he would be there.


“Get the fuck out of my house!” said Willow.


Willow was my little sister. She was fourteen—a freshman. She was basically the human embodiment of Hot Topic—drawing a fine line between punk and nerdcore. She was 40 percent hair—long black emo hair, layered and styled for maximum volume—and wearing a Spider-Gwen tank top and black skinny jeans.


“Gladly,” said Jayden. “Stuck-up whore.”


Jayden took one look at me, then smirked like I was in on the joke. “’Sup, Ezra. Tell your sister to stop being such a bitch.”


He clapped me on the shoulder as he walked past. I just stood there, dumbfounded.


“Fuck you!” said Willow. “Fuck you and your shitty car!”


“Ouch,” said Jayden. “And here I thought you liked cars.”


For whatever reason, that really set Willow off. As Jayden climbed into the driver’s seat, she screamed and stormed out into the driveway, and started hitting and kicking the nose of the car. Jayden turned the key in the ignition with one hand and flipped her off with the other. He held it the entire time that he was backing out of the driveway. When he hit the gas, the modified exhaust let out a cracking roar that sliced across the neighborhood for blocks. A pair of burned rubber tracks followed him out of the cul-de-sac.


By the time he was gone, I heard our front door slam. I turned around.


Willow was gone, too.


“Willow?” I said.


I followed her inside.


Our house—like every house in the cul-de-sac—was a four-bedroom, three-bath, two-story exercise in upper-middle-class monotony. They only varied in their daring shades of gray. On the inside, our house was neat and clean and even a little “chic”—but in a boring, IKEA sort of way. Like my mom was replicating pages out of catalog. It looked less like a home, and more like a display. If it had any sort of personality, it was an eerie Stepford Wives sorta vibe.


I crossed the cream-gray living room to the suede-gray stairs, and followed those up to a villa-gray hallway. Stopped in front of Willow’s door, marked by a bright Adventure Time poster featuring nearly every character crammed together in a colorful tessellation. It was an act of open rebellion against the gray, and Willow knew it. Pure mutiny.


“Destroya” by My Chemical Romance was blasting from her speakers, with the volume set to I Don’t Want to Hear Anything Outside My Door.


I knocked anyway.


“Go away, Ezra!” she said.


I opened the door and walked inside.


Willow’s bedroom was covered in pop-punk bands, Ryan Reynolds, and a wealth of nerd culture—anime, video game characters, obscure comic book superheroes who had yet to be milked by the Hollywood machine. Willow loved a lot of things, and she wore that love on her sleeves. She was rather shameless about it.


Willow herself was sprawled facedown on her bed, willing herself to disintegrate.


“Hey,” I said.


She leaned up on her forearms and looked at me. Her eyes were red, swollen, and seeping with sadness.


“Whoa, are you… okay?” I said.


The word “okay” sounded feeble and useless coming out of my mouth. She clearly wasn’t. Willow responded to it like she did to Jayden’s “I thought you liked cars” comment. She bolted up from her bed, marched straight at me, and started shoving me out of her room.


“Get out,” she said.


“What happened?” I said. “Why was Jayden here? Did he do something to you?”


“Why don’t you ask Jayden, since you two are such great friends, and I’m such a bitch.”


“What? No. Willow, we’re not friends. I’ve never even talked to the guy.”


“He knew your name.”


“I mean… sometimes I let him cheat off my science homework.”


Willow went back to shoving me out of her room. “Get out, get out, get out!”


“Hey, it’s not like I want him to cheat off my homework. It’s just easier than…”


I hesitated.


“Easier than what?” said Willow.


I had just stepped outside the confines of her room, but she stopped. Folded her arms. Waited patiently for a response.


My mouth gaped.


It’s not that I had nothing to say. It’s just that in every possible response I could think of—every possible scenario—I hated myself.


Willow shook her head, disappointed. “God, Ezra. You’re such a pussy.”


She took a step back and slammed the door in my face. My nose was half an inch from the poster on the door and the anthropomorphic purple blob character known in the Adventure Time canon as Lumpy Space Princess.


“It’s easier than getting my ass kicked,” I mumbled.
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I had a secret, and no one knew about it. Not even Holden.


You see, I lied when I said that my greatest strength was math. Math was merely my least embarrassing strength.


Yeah. I wasn’t lying about accepting my inevitable life of celibacy.


If you were to go on YouTube, you would discover a channel under the username EzwardSlevinhands. This channel had upward of ten thousand subscribers and consisted entirely of Johnny Depp character impersonations (in full makeup, of course—the makeup was important). They were all performed by a single enigmatic teenage boy, and I’m obviously biased, but he was kind of good.


He was also me.


So here was the thing about Johnny Depp: as celebrity heroes go, he had kind of become a huge fucking disappointment. I had spent the greater part of my life idolizing the guy, and then his domestic abuse case hit the news. At some point, I just had to separate Johnny Depp the person from all the characters and roles I had grown to know and love.


I could do that.


His characters were amazing. They were also kind of terrible. But mostly, they were batshit gonzo insane. They ranked from pure, eccentric genius (Ed Wood, Sweeney Todd, Jack Sparrow) to bad, oh so bad (Tonto, Mordecai, Jack Sparrow). Yes, the Pirates of the Caribbean film franchise had seen Johnny Depp all across the board. It was a blurry line that separated Johnny Depp’s greatness from his not-so-greatness. But if I had to draw it somewhere, it would be between The Curse of the Black Pearl and Dead Man’s Chest.


Nevertheless, I embraced all of Johnny Depp’s roles, regardless of their critical reception: the Mad Hatter, Willy Wonka, Barnabas Collins, Sam from Benny and Joon, Raoul Duke from Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (whom I bought the perfect bucket hat for, and then took it a step further and purchased a bald cap online, blending it perfectly into my scalp. It was my greatest makeup feat to date). Each video was essentially a highlight reel of my favorite quotes, edited into a phantasmagoria of Johnny-Depptitude.




SAM: “How sick is she? Because, you know, it seems to me that, I mean, except for being a little mentally ill, she’s pretty normal.”


RAOUL DUKE: “Let’s get down to brass tacks. How much for the ape?”


WILLY WONKA: “Everything in this room is eatable. Even I’m eatable, but that is called cannibalism, my dear children, and is in fact frowned upon in most societies.”


JACK SPARROW: “Me, I’m dishonest, and a dishonest man you can always trust to be dishonest. Honestly, it’s the honest ones you want to watch out for.”


SAM: (Stabs a pair of dinner rolls with a pair of forks.) (Makes them dance.) (Like, performs an entire fucking dance number.)





If this seemed out of character for me, that’s because it was. I liked to draw attention to myself as much as I liked to draw dicks on my own face. This hobby started quite by accident. By the time I realized what I had gotten myself into—what I had become (a minor-league YouTube celebrity)—it had taken on a life of its own.


Maybe some lengthy, convenient exposition is necessary.


It all started on Halloween, my freshman year. I was Edward Scissorhands, and Willow (twelve years old at the time) was Lydia Deetz from Beetlejuice. With Mom and Dad’s help, our costumes and makeup were on fucking point. I had ultra-realistic fake scars on my face, my longish hair was moussed up into a gravity-defying mess, and I had, like, honest-to-Gozer scissors for hands! (I’d tell you how expensive my costume was, but then I would have to kill you with my bare scissorhands, because it was a shameful, ridiculous amount.) We got the costumes for Mom and Dad’s Halloween work party. The two of them were dressed as Morticia and Gomez Addams (The Addams Family), respectively, and they seemed as madly, macabrely in love with each other as their TV personas.


The Slevin family stole the show at the Memorial Hospital of Carbondale.


When we came home, Willow and I couldn’t get out of costume. The costumes were just too good to be shed like snake skin, discarded ritualistically, never to be seen again.


So we went trick-or-treating.


For the record, Willow had vowed not to go trick-or-treating that year—or ever again, for that matter. And I hadn’t gone since I was eleven, out of some skewed sense of maturity and/or masculine responsibility. It wasn’t unwarranted. The last time I went, I was the victim of an insidious form of prejudice known as You’re a Bit Old to Be Trick-or-Treating, Aren’t You? It wasn’t always spoken, but it was always conveyed. You could see the disappointment in the eyes of some old dude, expecting toddlers dressed as cupcakes, or princesses, or the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man, and instead getting this lanky impostor dressed as the purple ninja turtle. To be fair, I was a smidge tall for my age—at least a solid foot taller than my trick-or-treating companions, Holden (dressed as the red turtle, Raphael) and Willow (April O’Neil). Everyone thought they were fucking adorable. I mean, they were—but still!


The injustice of it was infuriating and humiliating and dehumanizing.


But the Edward Scissorhands year was different. That year, my costume filled me with power. Willow and I were high on the spirit of Halloween, and we talked each other into it.


It was amazing.


Even though we were starting late, catching the tail end of acceptable trick-or-treating hours, the people loved us. All of them. Every. Single. Door. Not only did I not get the stink eye—not once—but they praised me! Hailed me as some sort of All Hallows’ Eve hero.


The costume didn’t just make me feel powerful. The costume, itself, was power.


As we walked home, bags heavy with candy, my mind was reeling. Churning over the events of the evening. Processing what had just happened.


People thought I was cool.


People liked me.


When was the last time I was liked? I couldn’t even remember. Maybe I was never liked. Not like this.


I had an idea.


“Do you want to make a video?” I asked Willow.


“A video?” she said. “What kind of video?”


I could tell by the way she asked, she was already in.


The idea was this: Edward Scissorhands Gives Lydia Deetz a Haircut. (That was literally the title of the video when I posted it to YouTube.) Here’s how it went:


Lydia sits in a chair in the kitchen. Edward, meanwhile, fumbles to put a disposable hair-cutting cape (one of Mom’s) around her neck with his scissorhands. By the time he finishes, the cape is mostly in shreds, but nevertheless, successfully wrapped around Lydia’s neck.


Cut to Edward standing over the Gothic architecture that is Lydia’s hair.


Edward proceeds to hack away like a poetic maniac. All we see is Edward—close up—and chunks of black hair spewing from the source like volcanic ash. (Mom sacrificed her Morticia wig for the cause.)


Edward finishes.


Cut to Edward standing over Lydia. She is wearing Willow’s normal hairstyle, which is big and black and emo. Her hair is ironically twice the size it had previously been.


“I love it,” says Lydia, flatly.


Edward and Lydia immediately start headbanging to the chorus of “I’m Not Okay (I Promise)” by My Chemical Romance, and the video ends.


I posted the video to YouTube but never told Willow about it. I don’t know why. Maybe I was afraid she would make me take it down. Maybe I was being selfish. Like, I wanted this one special thing all to myself.


Either way, the video exploded. A thousand views in its first week. Ten thousand views its first month. Today, “Edward Scissorhands Gives Lydia Deetz a Haircut” had over a hundred thousand views.


There was a fire inside me, and I hadn’t realized it until that moment. I had to make more videos. ESGLDaH was a spur-of-the-moment experiment, but I quickly fine-tuned a formula, consisting of things that I liked:



1. Johnny Depp characters.


2. Extravagant costumes.


3. Catchy lines.


4. Acting.




You’d think, at this point, I would have milked Johnny Depp for all he was worth. But that wasn’t quite true.


Not just yet.


Johnny Depp was famous for collaborating with Tim Burton, who facilitated his need for weird roles. They were a match made in Weirdo Heaven. But my all-time favorite Burton/Depp collaboration—my favorite Johnny Depp role, period—was the criminally underrated Ed Wood.


God, I loved Ed Wood.


Ed Wood (1994) was the (mostly) absolutely true story of the eponymous cult filmmaker of the 1950s, often referred to as the “worst director of all time.” Filmed in glorious black-and-white, it told the story of Ed Wood as he attempted to make several really bad films, leading up to his distasterpiece, the so-bad-it’s-good Plan 9 from Outer Space. It was a tale of friendship (namely his friendship with iconic Dracula actor Bela Lugosi). It also explored Ed Wood’s fondness for wearing women’s clothing. He was straight as far as the history books were aware, but man oh man, the guy liked himself a nice angora sweater. Tim Burton was famous for humanizing marginalized characters, and Ed Wood—in all its quirk, kink, sincerity, and odd charm—was his magnum opus. On its surface, the film was about delusion and self-denial, but at its core—its beating, human heart—it was an ode to personal artistry in cinema, to being true to oneself, to being happy.


Despite its being my favorite Johnny Depp role, I had yet to deliver the inevitable Ed Wood video. Because if I was going to do Ed Wood, I had to do it dressed as a woman. I had to. It was not up for debate. This was a matter of necessity. And even though my YouTube channel was a secret, it was an open secret, with over ten thousand subscribers in on it. The pressure was real.


I think the fact that I wanted to do it so bad sort of scared me. It brought up years and years and years of me feeling like I was packaged improperly. Not “female trapped in a male body,” per se. That was vastly oversimplifying the issue. Not even gender-fluid. (Trust me, I’d done my research.) That seemed to encapsulate something graceful—a sort of elegant transitioning between states—which sounded even further off from whatever I was. I was less a “fluid” and more a deformed solid. Like a half-eaten chocolate bar that had melted in the car and hardened into something vaguely horrific and probably inedible.


Honestly, all my research had probably only increased the confusion. There were just so many words, and labels, and ways that you could identify, the sheer volume was overwhelming. I was lost in it.


All I knew was that I felt… off. Misaligned. Sure, I didn’t feel masculine. But I didn’t feel like a fucking human being either! I was just this… thing. This thing that I fucking hated.


That was the one thing I could identify with, really.


The self-loathing.








[image: image]











As a general rule, I never “went to bed.” In fact, I avoided my bedroom entirely. It added a sense of claustrophobia to my need for sleep.


My brain just didn’t work like that.


Instead, I would take my meds and then read web comics on the living room sofa, or watch movies, or seek out new (or old) music, or participate in some similar nonactivity. Or, if I was particularly wired, I would deliberately solve math puzzles. For fun. (I’m telling you, I have a problem.) If I was lucky, I fell asleep—at least for a little bit. It was like Russian roulette, except I was hoping for the bullet that made everything go away.


On bad nights—the nights where I experienced a flashback reel of every terrible thing that had ever happened to me, every stupid thing I had ever said or done, every regret that haunted me like a vengeful ghost—on those nights, I would listen to my favorite song, from my favorite album, from my favorite artist, on repeat.


That artist was Sufjan Stevens, and that album was Illinois, and that song was “Chicago”—also known as “Go! CHICAGO! Go! Yeah!”


It was kind of a masterpiece. Also, an antidepressant. Also, a transcendental experience.


The trick was to enter a sort of trancelike state. Basically, I would lie flat on my back in a pitch-black room with noise-canceling headphones. I would then will myself to disintegrate. To just… dissolve. I would float up and up and up, through the ceiling, through the roof, through the stratosphere, right into outer space. And I would no longer be myself. I would be part of something greater. I would be the universe, and the universe would accept me, because the universe and I were one. Our atoms were interwoven.


The goal was not to fall asleep. The goal was to stop hating myself.


It worked, mostly.


Tonight, however, was not one of those nights. Heck, tonight didn’t even make the Billboard Hot 100.


Currently, I was watching Inception. I was kind of a Christopher Nolan junkie. (His movies were like puzzles, and like I said, I loved puzzles.) Inception was my favorite. The irony was not lost on me—an insomniac obsessed with a movie about dreams. There was just something soothing about taking something so vast and abstract and unknowable—dreams—and making them structured and rule-bound. Formatting the mechanics of dreams into a heist movie was a stroke of genius.


I was two hours in—halfway into the climax—when I heard it. The soft clicks of the lock. The gentle squeal of the front door opening and closing. Whoever it was, they were being awful quiet.


I glanced at the time on my phone. It was a quarter to midnight.


Leaning over the armrest, I caught my dad creeping quietly toward the stairs. He froze when our gazes connected. Blinked. Regained his composure in an instant.


“Hey, Ez,” he said. “Whatcha watching?”


I’ll just say it: My dad was cool. And not the sort of cool where it’s obvious they are trying to be cool. He just was. Purely effortless. It was all in his confidence. The way he carried himself, the way he spoke—casual but brimming with intelligence. And when he took the time to talk to you—which he did with a lot of people—he seemed to genuinely care, and he made you feel special because of it. In short, he was the ultimate people person.


He was the exact opposite of me.


“Inception,” I said.


“Ah. The dream-within-a-dream one, right?”


“Within a dream within a dream within a dream,” I said.


Dad chuckled. “Have you figured out if the top falls over or not?”


“I don’t think you’re supposed to figure that out. It’s an open ending.”


Dad nodded discerningly, like that totally made sense.


“I mean, I have a theory,” I said.


“Of course you do!” Dad steered into the living room and sat on the adjacent armchair. “Let’s hear it.”


Dad was never home. But when he was, he at least tried to make up the difference.


“So, DiCaprio’s wife kills herself because she thinks they’re still in a dream and she’s trying to escape, right?” I said.


“Right.”


“But what if she’s not dead?”


“Huh?”


“What if she was right all along? What if they were in a dream, and she escaped, but DiCaprio never does? The entire movie is just a layer of dream that DiCaprio never escaped. That’s why the top keeps spinning.”


Dad’s eyes widened. He raised his fists to his head and exploded his hands open.


“Right?” I said. “Of course, Nolan covered his bases. There’s a theory that his wedding ring is his real totem. The theory is that he wears the ring in the dreamworld and not in real life. And allegedly, according to Reddit, he’s not wearing the ring at the end. Although I’ve watched the ending a dozen times, and it’s damn near impossible to see.”


“Huh.”


“The moral of this story is that Christopher Nolan wants to fuck with our heads.”


“Clearly,” said Dad. He stood up and ruffled my hair—like he always had since I was a little kid. I can see why some boys might not like their dad ruffling their hair, but I liked it. In a disconnected world, it made me feel connected—if only for a moment. “I’m glad we had this talk. Is… uh… is your mom home?”


This was when things inevitably became awkward.


I hesitated. Then shook my head.


“Oh. Okay. Well, make sure you don’t say the f-word around her, okay? Can’t have her thinking I’m a bad dad, am I right?”


I nodded, but my reaction was somber. Sad, even.


I wanted to talk to him about Willow. I wanted to talk to him about a lot of things. But when all the things stacked up, I felt like a clogged drain.


I just choked.


Said nothing.


“Night, Ez,” he said, and started down the hall to his empty bedroom.


The saddest thing was that you could see his relief.


“Night, Dad,” I said.


It was all I could say.
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My parents were their work. Dad was a surgeon, and Mom was an internist (doctor of internal medicine). They often worked sixty-plus hours a week. Sometimes more. They both worked at the same hospital, Memorial Hospital of Carbondale—that’s actually how they met—so you’d think they had a shot at a healthy marriage. However, Willow and I—through our own detective work—learned that they were cheating on each other.


This was back when Willow and I were close. When we still talked to each other.


It all started when Willow noticed a text on Dad’s phone. It was from someone named Celia. It said:


I can’t stop thinking about last night


Willow snapped a pic of it on her own phone and went directly to me. Barged into my bedroom and shoved it in my face. “Tell me this isn’t what I think it is.”


I took her phone and studied the picture. As the image sank in, I felt something die inside me—a slow death, full of pain and uncertainty.


“This is Dad’s phone?”


Willow bit her lip. She nodded.


I spent another small forever studying it.


“It could be anything,” I said.


“What else could it be?”


“Something… that happened at work,” I said. “They work nights enough. Celia is another surgeon or a nurse—”


“I don’t doubt that.”


“—and something happened,” I said, ignoring her. “Maybe something bad happened, a surgery went wrong or something, and she can’t stop thinking about it.”


“Or the thing that happened is Dad boned her,” said Willow.


I took a deep breath. Exhaled. “Yeah. Or that.”


For the next several days, Willow and I commenced an intensive stealth operation. We were determined to get to the bottom of this. Really, I think we hoped for proof that this adulterous scandal was just a product of our young, wild imaginations.


What we discovered instead were two boxes of condoms. One in the drawer between our parents’ underwear drawers—unopened and close to expiring—and the other in Dad’s gym duffel bag. Accompanying it was a nearly empty bottle of Neosize XL and a brand-new bottle of Sir Maximus.


As if that wasn’t proof enough, one day while Dad was in the shower, we finally got ahold of his phone.


You couldn’t unread the things that we read.


“Oh my god,” said Willow. “How can someone as boring as Dad text like he’s a character in an HBO show?”


That was actually a vast understatement, neighboring on praise. It indicated a hint of prime-time television class, which Dad did not have in these texts. He sounded more like a plumber in a cheap homemade porno.


Once we had eliminated any shadow of a doubt about Dad’s faithfulness, we moved on to Mom’s phone. We had to find out if she knew.


What we found instead were dick pics. Sooooo many dick pics. It was dicks as far as the eye could see. Most of them belonged to Derek—tattooed, shaved-and-trimmed, endowed-to-a-fault Derek—but these were occasionally interspersed with the dicks of Sean, or Milo, or Terrence.


Most of these only went as far as sexting. But occasionally they ended with a hotel address.


When Willow and I discovered our first video, we opted to put our detective work to rest.


We never confronted Mom and Dad about it.


We stopped talking about it.


And then we just stopped talking.
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